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  Haiping Chen 
DEVELOPING THE ORGANIZATIONAL COMPETENCIES TO PROMOTE 
AMERICAN ELDERS’ CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 
The U.S. is now experiencing an unprecedented growth in its older population.  In 
order to reduce the adverse effects of population aging, older adults’ civic engagement 
has been a recent focus in the field of aging.  A considerable body of literature has 
documented the significance, current status, positive outcomes, and influencing factors of 
American elders’ civic engagement.  However, there are very few studies, if any, that 
adopt an organizational competency perspective to explore the promotion of older adults’ 
participation in civic activities.  To fill the current research gap, the dissertation aims to 
help formal organizations identify and develop necessary competencies to better engage 
American elders through two inquiries. 
The first inquiry is a mixed methods systematic literature review which included 
19 quantitative studies, two qualitative studies, and one mixed methods study.  Through 
meta-summary, six themes and 28 factors related to American elders’ civic engagement 
were generated.  These themes encompassed socio-demographic factors (eight factors), 
health status (four factors), program characteristics (four factors), engagement 
opportunities (three factors), engagement outcomes (five factors), and social capital (four 
factors).  Formal organizations are advised to develop relevant competencies to capture 
the beneficial influences of facilitating factors and minimize the adverse impact of 
obstructive factors. 
The second inquiry aims to develop and validate an Organizational Competency 
Scale (OCS) for elder civic engagement programs.  32 formal organizations and pertinent 
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programs in the State of Texas participated in the pilot study.  Factor analyses of the data 
collected from these organizations revealed a seven-factor solution for the OCS.  These 
factors included client discovery with support, client-centered planning and management, 
client assessment and training, integration of diverse groups, promotion of adaptation 
between groups, integration of resources to address the structural constraints, and 
promotion of social recognition and social justice.  As a reliable and valid scale, the OCS 
can serve as both an assessment tool and practice guidelines for formal organizations to 
evaluate and develop their competencies to increase American elders’ civic engagement. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
Population Aging in America 
Chiefly due to declines in fertility and mortality and to increases in life 
expectancy, population aging has become one of the most significant trends in the U.S.  
Influenced by the Great Depression in the 1930s, the energy crisis in the 1970s, and the 
Great Recession of 2007-2009, the U.S. total fertility rates dropped greatly, from 3.85 
births per woman in 1900 to 1.86 births per woman in 2014, well below the replacement 
level of 2.10 births per woman (Hamilton, Martin, Osterman, Curtin, & Mathews, 2015; 
Roser, 2016).  In addition, the socio-economic development, healthcare improvements, 
and advances in medicine over the past century have led to considerable reductions in 
maternal, infant, child, and adult mortality as well as to sharp increases in survival 
beyond 65 years of age, both of which have further resulted in large gains in life 
expectancy for the overall U.S. population.  Between 1900 and 2014, Americans’ life 
expectancy at birth rose rapidly from 47.3 years to 78.8 years (U.S. Census Bureau, 1999; 
U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, 2015).  Under these conditions, the U.S. 
population is aging at a fast pace.  Especially, as the 78 million baby boomers born 
between 1946 and 1964 started to turn age 65 in 2011, America is now experiencing an 
unprecedented growth in its older population. 
Generally speaking, population aging is measured by the proportion of persons 
aged 65 and over and by the median age of the total population.  The increases in the 
proportion of older persons and in median age to some extent reflect the nation’s shift 
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towards an older population age structure.  To be specific, in 1900, Americans aged 65 
and over only numbered 3.08 million, accounting for 4.1% of the total population (West, 
Cole, Goodkind, & He, 2014).  In 2014, there were approximately 46.2 million 
Americans aged 65 and over, 15 times the number in 1900.  Also, the share of the older 
population increased to 14.5% in 2014, which meant one of every seven Americans was 
an older adult (Todoroff, 2016).  Nowadays, America has the largest number of persons 
aged 65 and over among the developed countries (Ortman, Velkoff, & Hogan, 2014).  It 
is projected that the number and proportion of Americans aged 65 and over will reach 
83.7 million and 20.9%, respectively, by 2050 (Ortman et al., 2014).  Such rapid growth 
of the older population, often along with a decline in the number of young children, has 
caused marked increases in America’s median age.  According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, the median age grew from 22.9 years in 1900 to 37.7 years in 2014 and will 
reach 40.6 years by 2050 (He, Goodkind, & Kowal, 2016; Peck & Hollingsworth, 1996).  
Borowski and Hugo (1997) state that a nation with a median age under 20 years is 
considered as being young, between 20 and 29 years as being of intermediate age, and 30 
years and over as being old.  Therefore, the aforementioned changes in the median age 
indicate the dramatic aging of the U.S. population.  
Civic Engagement of American Elders 
Fast population aging has posed a set of challenges to American society.  For 
example, as American elders represent an ever-larger share of the U.S. population, a 
greater burden is being imposed on the working-age population (18-64 years) who are 
responsible for providing direct (e.g., family care) or indirect (e.g., taxation) support to 
the older dependents (65 years and older).  From 1900 to 2014, the old-age dependency 
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ratio, which is calculated as the number of older dependents to every 100 persons of 
working age, climbed rapidly from 7 to 23, implying fewer working-age persons 
available to support the growing older population (Colby & Ortman, 2015; Kent & 
Mather, 2002).  Further, given the pay-as-you-go pension system that redistributes taxes 
from today’s working-age persons as benefits to current retirees, the rapid graying of 
America, combined with the rising old-age dependency ratio, results in a tremendous 
strain on Social Security by undermining its solvency and sustainability (Reznik, 
Shoffner, & Weaver, 2005-2006).  What is worse, as the baby boom generation is 
approaching retirement, there will not be enough working-age persons to replace them, 
which may cause severe labor and skills shortages, slow economic growth, and expedite 
the bankruptcy of Social Security (Dychtwald, Erickson, & Morison, 2006).  Moreover, 
because of increasing vulnerability to physical and cognitive decline and of a high 
incidence of chronic illnesses in old age, the fast aging of the U.S. population leads to an 
escalating demand for health and long-term care services (Wiener & Tilly, 2002).  
In order to address these kinds of challenges, many policymakers, entrepreneurs, 
gerontologists, educators, helping professionals, program developers, and other 
stakeholders advocate the unleashing of American elders’ potential to tackle aging-
related problems and meet urgent social needs.  In their opinion, today’s American elders, 
particularly baby boomers, are much healthier, live longer, and obtain more education 
than previous cohorts (Hinterlong & Williamson, 2006-2007).  They are well-positioned 
to help solve primary challenges facing their society through civic engagement such as 
caregiving, paid work, volunteering, community services, political participation, and 
social connectedness.  For instance, working part or full-time after retirement does not 
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only enhance American elders’ financial security in later life but also relieves the 
economic burden on the working-age population.  Further, older workers can somehow 
make up for the labor and skills shortages by engaging in encore careers or serving in 
corporate retiree volunteer programs.  For the provision of care services to frail and 
vulnerable elders, the healthy young-old (65-74 years) are definitely one of the best 
sources of volunteer caregivers.  In this context, older adults’ civic engagement, which 
emerged as a complementary remedy to social problems caused by population aging and 
other trends, has gained considerable attention over the past decades. 
As a matter of fact, the term civic engagement has been used in many different 
disciplines such as political science, public administration, social work, sociology, and 
gerontology.  Despite its wide application, civic engagement does not yet have a clear, 
agreed upon definition.  In the field of aging, scholars prefer to conceptualize this term 
from their own perspectives and interests.  For example, with a focus on American 
retirees, Kaskie, Imhof, Cavanaugh, and Culp (2008) define civic engagement as a 
retirement role involving regular commitments to voluntary or paid work in an 
organization that has a direct influence on the local community.  For the sake of the 
public good, the Older Americans Act Amendments of 2006 states that civic engagement 
is an action “designed to address a public concern or an unmet human, educational, health 
care, environmental, or public safety need” (H.R. Res. 6197, 2006, p. 4).  Considering the 
wide and uncertain scope of civic activities, more and more scholars tend to adopt a 
broad definition of civic engagement that includes all kinds of social, political, economic, 
and cultural activities, ranging from caregiving, helping neighbors, volunteering, paid 
work, associational membership, social connectedness, political participation, and staying 
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up-to-date on current events, to social change initiatives (Martinson & Minkler, 2006).  
For the purposes of this dissertation, the author does not use this popular, all-
encompassing definition and is mainly concerned with civic engagement occurring 
through structured programs offered by formal organizations.  Civic engagement here 
refers to older adults’ involvement in paid or unpaid activities developed, organized, and 
managed by formal organizations, which benefits themselves, others, the local 
community, and society at large. 
Elder Civic Engagement Programs and Organizational Competencies 
In order to effectively increase American elders’ civic engagement, one promising 
strategy is to institutionalize such engagement through a wide range of structured 
programs.  Usually, these programs are developed, implemented, and managed by formal 
organizations like government agencies, non-profit organizations, and for-profit 
corporations.  Typical examples include the Senior Corps programs by the Corporation 
for National and Community Service (CNCS), the Experience Corps program of the 
American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), the Senior Community Service 
Employment Program by the National Asian Pacific Center on Aging, and the Corporate 
Retiree Volunteer Program by Westinghouse Electric Corporation, to name a few.  To 
date, these types of programs have engaged a large number of American elders.  Take 
Senior Corps as an example.  Senior Corps is composed of three primary subprograms, 
including the Foster Grandparent Program (FGP), the Senior Companion Program (SCP), 
and the Retired and Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP).  In 2007, approximately 30,000 
American elders were recruited by FGP to serve more than 240,000 children and youth 
with special and exceptional needs (CNCS, 2008a), 15,200 by SCP to help more than 
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57,000 homebound, frail older clients (CNCS, 2008c), and 430,000 by RSVP to provide 
community services (CNCS, 2008b). 
There is no doubt that the above kinds of programs offered by formal 
organizations play a vital role in increasing older adults’ participation in civic activities.  
Yet, in the field of aging, there are very few empirical studies, if any, on how these 
organizations can be better prepared to develop evidence-based, high-quality programs to 
engage the vast and growing number of American elders.  The existing literature 
primarily focuses on older participants’ behavior or action per se  ̶  how American elders’ 
civic engagement is measured, which factors influence their engagement, and what are 
the engagement outcomes  ̶  and neglects the dynamic mechanisms that make this 
behavior or action happen.  Here, such mechanisms particularly refer to an organization’s 
process and practice of developing, implementing, and managing civic engagement 
programs.  It is through formal organizations and pertinent programs that older adults are 
provided with structured opportunities to become involved in a variety of civic activities.  
In this sense, it is very important for scholars to pay more attention to the organizational 
mechanisms that are closely related to the outcomes of civic engagement programs.   
Note that the effectiveness of organizational mechanisms in propelling civic 
engagement programs towards their goals greatly depends on the successful development 
and full utilization of organizational competencies.  Having realized such a relationship, 
some scholars adopt an institutional capacity perspective to study the promotion of 
American elders’ civic engagement (Hong, Morrow-Howell, Tang, & Hinterlong, 2009; 
McBride, 2006-2007; Sherraden, Morrow-Howell, Hinterlong, & Rozario, 2001).  As 
they explain, the institutional capacity is an institution’s ability to promote civic roles for 
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older adults and can be measured along five dimensions, including access to engagement, 
expectations of civic roles, dissemination of information, use of incentives, and 
development of facilitation (McBride, 2006-2007).  The major shortcoming of the 
institutional capacity perspective is that it is solely concerned with the concrete 
organizational arrangements connecting older adults and civic roles and fails to provide a 
more holistic approach to the development of organizational competencies.  As a social 
unit, any organization is inevitably involved in multilevel interactions, that is, an 
organization’s interactions with its micro, mezzo, and macro systems.  Thus, a holistic 
development of organizational competencies needs to take into account these three-level 
systems.  To fill the gaps in previous research and overcome the limitations of current 
institutional capacity approach, this dissertation studies the promotion of American 
elders’ civic engagement from an organizational perspective and particularly focuses on 
the holistic development of three-level organizational competencies. 
Significance of the Problem 
Academic Significance 
American elders are now being increasingly seen as an invaluable civic resource 
for society.  Their active engagement in civic activities not only represents a popular path 
towards successful aging but also produces a significant social windfall for their 
communities, especially for those facing major human resource deficits and serious, 
prevalent unmet needs.  Thus, American elders’ civic engagement has been a focus of 
concern for the general public and the academic community.  In recent decades, great 
efforts have been made to explore this emerging social phenomenon.  Two typical 
examples include a five-year project entitled “Civic Engagement in an Older America” 
8 
 
 
launched by the Gerontological Society of America in 2004 and a three-year civic 
engagement project initiated by the American Society of Aging in 2004.  Despite 
voluminous scholarship on American elders’ civic engagement, the majority of the 
studies concentrate on this behavior or action per se (e.g., its measures, influencing 
factors, and outcomes) and fail to address the organizational mechanisms promoting such 
behavior or action.  As a key to ensuring the effectiveness of organizational mechanisms, 
the development of organizational competencies or of institutional capacities has been 
studied by several scholars.  However, their institutional capacity approach is primarily 
focused on the organization itself and lacks a holistic view.  To overcome the limitations 
of current research, this dissertation explores American elders’ civic engagement from a 
holistic, multilevel organizational competency perspective. 
Practical and Policy Significance  
In order to respond to the emerging call for American elders’ civic engagement, 
relevant government agencies, non-profit organizations, for-profit sectors, and other 
formal organizations play a critical part in engaging the possibly broadest range of 
American elders, in maximizing their positive engagement experiences, and in bringing 
benefits to both individuals and society.  The achievement of these challenging goals 
requires organizations to be well-equipped with appropriate competencies so that high-
quality programs can be developed to better engage American elders.  However, because 
field practice often outstrips empirical research, there is a lack of evidence-based 
knowledge to inform the development of organizational competencies.  In this sense, the 
dissertation is particularly important and useful for organizational practices related to 
American elders’ civic engagement.  It can serve as a quick-reference guide for 
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organizational practitioners to evaluate their current organizational competencies, to 
identify the needed competencies for their programs, and to explore future directions for 
the organizational development.  Also, with an emphasis on a holistic approach to 
competency building, this dissertation can help organizational practitioners to better 
integrate social resources within the multilevel systems, to truly enhance the 
organizational competencies and practices, and thus to improve the effectiveness of civic 
engagement programs.  Furthermore, it is noteworthy that organizational practitioners 
usually act as active policy advocates when identifying, securing, and integrating social 
resources to promote American elders’ civic engagement.  As a result, this dissertation 
can, unsurprisingly, shed light on the development of policies that support organizational 
practices that aim to advance civic engagement opportunities for American elders. 
Professional Significance  
As a helping profession, social work has been long concerned with the well-being 
of vulnerable populations such as children, women, and elders.  Therefore, it is not 
surprising that the study of American elders’ civic engagement in other disciplines finds 
an echo in the social work profession.  But unlike other disciplines especially pure social 
sciences, social work is more focused on the translation of empirical research into field-
applicable tools so as to better integrate social resources, propel social changes, enhance 
human well-being, and achieve social betterment.  Owing to this nature and its mission, 
social work inherently requires a field-applicable approach to empirical research, which 
in turn supports evidence-based practice.  From this point of view, this dissertation also 
contributes to social work knowledge base for effective practice in relation to older 
adults’ civic engagement.  By developing an Organizational Competency Scale (OCS), 
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the study may enable social workers to easily translate this research into a practical 
toolkit.  Even better, the OCS can be directly used as a program evaluation tool in 
organizational practices related to American elders’ civic engagement.  Since the OCS 
involves a holistic evaluation of organizational competencies at the micro, mezzo, and 
macro levels, it can help both organizations and their practitioners to be equipped with 
comprehensive competencies to address the engagement needs of American elders within 
the multilevel systems and enhance the effectiveness of civic engagement programs. 
Theoretical Foundations 
Activity Theory 
Developed by Robert J. Havighurst, activity theory assumes that except for 
inevitable biological and health changes, older adults have the same psychological and 
social needs as middle-aged persons (Havighurst, 1968).  Thus, their withdrawal from 
society, which results in far less social interaction in old age than in the middle years, is 
against their needs.  In order to resist to a shrinkage of their social world, older adults 
seek to maintain roles and activities of middle age as long as possible (Havighurst, 1961).  
When they have to give up some past roles or activities, they may find other age-
appropriate substitutes.  For example, they may find substitutes for work when they are 
retired and substitutes for friends whom they lose by death (Havighurst, 1963).  As a path 
towards successful aging, staying active is beneficial for older adults.  Based on an 
analysis of data from the Kansas City Study of Adult Life, Havighurst (1963) found that 
older adults with higher levels of activity engagement generally had greater life 
satisfaction.  The main advantages of activity theory are that it promotes a positive 
attitude towards old age as well as an active lifestyle in later life (Powell, 2006).  As 
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such, it does not only encourage older adults to explore all possible role options for the 
pursuit of successful aging but also informs related organizations to develop appropriate 
programs to support older adults’ maintenance of active roles (Hooyman & Kiyak, 2008).  
Nevertheless, activity theory is criticized for failing to explain effects of economic, 
political, and social structures on the initiation and maintenance of an active lifestyle 
(Gross & Kinnison, 2013). 
Political Economy Theory of Aging 
The political economy theory of aging is grounded in Karl Marx’s class theory 
and Max Weber’s three-component theory of stratification.  Marx (1983) asserted that a 
market economy inherently produced a class structure based on the ownership of 
property, namely, a ruling class that owns the means of production and a working class 
that sells labor power.  Weber (1978) developed a three-class system where social class, 
status groups, and parties were the primary sources of social stratification.  The two 
theories suggest that the nature of class relations is social struggle, with the dominant 
groups controlling access to social resources and means of production.  Accordingly, the 
political economy theory of aging views old age as “socially constructed, a product of 
struggles that result in the unequal distribution of societal resources” (Quadagno & Reid, 
1999, p. 344).  This perspective holds that it is economic and political constraints that 
limit people’s access to resources and opportunities and thus their experiences of aging.  
The theory is useful to discuss the process of aging in a broader political and economic 
context and locate society’s treatment of older adults (Estes, Gerard, & Clarke, 1984).  
But it is castigated for over-emphasizing structured dependency caused by political and 
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economic disadvantages and for “its implicit determinism that can see older adults as 
passive, even insentient beings” (Powell, 2006, p. 52). 
Gerotranscendence Theory 
Introduced by Lars Tornstam, gerotranscendence theory – a developmental theory 
of positive aging – breaks down the old dualism between disengagement and activity and 
stresses the importance of individuals’ exploration of their inner space to find meaning 
and purpose for life.  It is about “a shift in meta perspective, from a materialistic and 
rational view of the world to a more cosmic and transcendent one, normally followed by 
an increase in life satisfaction” (Tornstam, 1989, p. 55).  As Tornstam (2005) explains, a 
gerotranscendent person becomes less self-occupied and more selective in choosing 
meaningful activities through a redefinition of his or her relationships to the self, others, 
and the universe.  Unlike activity theory, this theory claims that growing into old age is a 
continuous development rather than an extension of middle age and that older adults have 
their own understanding of successful aging (Tornstam, 2005).  The merits of 
gerotranscendence theory include an exploration of harmony between one’s inner self 
and the outside world, a realization of differences between midlife and old age, and an 
appreciation of older adults’ perceptions about growing old.  Nonetheless, this theory 
ignores the historical and cultural contexts of aging (Hooyman & Kiyak, 2008) and 
cannot empirically prove that gerotranscendence is the exclusive feature of old age 
(Bruyneel, Marcoen, & Soenens, 2005). 
Integration and Application of the Three Theories 
The three theories described above have their own strengths and limitations.  
When put together, they complement each other nicely to address some shortcomings and 
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promote a relatively thorough understanding of aging.  Activity theory contributes a 
pathway towards successful aging through productive engagement, but it does not take 
into account the structural factors affecting such engagement and neglects people’s 
different needs in middle age and old age.  The political economy theory of aging and 
gerotranscendence theory can respectively overcome these limitations by analyzing the 
political and economic forces that structure older adults’ experiences of aging and by 
assuming old age as a continuous, distinctive development that needs to be differentiated 
from middle adulthood.  Furthermore, the political economy theory of aging is thought to 
be too dependent on structural analysis and thus wittingly or unwittingly underestimates 
individuals’ inner strengths.  But according to gerotranscendence theory, older adults’ 
continuous growth in spirituality and inner strengths can help them find a balance 
between structural limitations and self-fulfillment.  Also, gerotranscendence theory goes 
beyond the productive path suggested by activity theory and embraces all possibilities of 
aging derived from older adults’ own constructions of successful aging. 
When the three theories are applied to explore the organizational competencies 
needed for effective promotion of civic engagement among American elders, the 
integration of theories per se actually sheds light on the development of a three-level 
competency model that includes eight core competencies (See Figure 1).  At the micro 
level, organizations can learn from gerotranscendence theory and activity theory to 
develop the following competencies: (1) exploration of each elder’s unique experience of 
aging.  Only by perceiving and respecting the uniqueness of the individual’s life 
circumstances and experience can organizations develop participant-centered programs to 
support each elder’s autonomous choices (e.g., disengagement or engagement).  It is 
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important for organizations to keep in mind that the call for civic engagement ought not 
to be at the cost of devaluing and stigmatizing those who prefer to choose a sedentary and 
disengaged later life; (2) cooperation with older adults to discover their own path towards 
successful aging.  For those elders who want to achieve successful aging through activity 
engagement, organizations need to work with them to further assess their engagement 
needs (e.g., the loss of past roles, types of preferred activities, and hours of service); and 
(3) identification and use of older adults’ inner strengths.  Based on a strengths 
perspective, organizations are expected to help older adults develop and use their inner 
strengths to overcome both individual and structural limitations, and therefore maximize 
their engagement experiences, life satisfaction, and self-fulfillment.   
 
Figure 1. A Three-Level Organizational Competency Model 
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Drawing on the political economy theory of aging, organizations also need to 
develop the mezzo- and macro-competencies to better accommodate and engage older 
adults.  At the mezzo level, they are required to be equipped with the necessary 
knowledge and skills as follows: (1) understanding stratification within the older 
population.  Given that the whole elderly group can be stratified into different subgroups 
according to chronological age, race/ethnicity, gender, health conditions, and socio-
economic status, organizations need to conduct subgroup analyses to understand the 
specific characteristics, needs, strengths, and challenges of each subgroup and thus to 
develop subgroup-specific rather than one-size-fits-all programs; (2) respect for diversity 
and use of culturally competent practice.  In response to the needs of the increasing 
number of racial and ethnic minority elders, organizations must demonstrate their 
acknowledgement of, respect for, and tolerance of diversity and implement culturally 
competent practice; and (3) advocacy for shared engagement experiences among 
stratified subgroups.  This kind of advocacy promotes mutually beneficial exchanges as 
well as social integration among different subgroups by engaging them in the same 
activities or programs.  Finally, at the macro level, organizations should focus on the 
development of two core competencies: (1) analysis of political and economic structures.  
Grounded in such analysis, organizations are able to gain awareness of the structural 
factors that impede older adults’ equal participation in civic activities; and (2) 
reintegration of social resources to address the structural constraints and promote social 
justice.   
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An Overview of the Literature 
Owing to the imbalance between reduced public social expenditures and growing 
service needs of an aging population as well as to the biopsychosocial strengths and 
problem-solving potential of current and future generations of America elders, there has 
been a significant shift in perception on how aging and elders are viewed in the U.S.  
Instead of a negative stereotype of aging, today’s American elders are being increasingly 
seen as important and indispensable contributors to society through a wide range of civic 
activities.  In December 2005, American elders’ civic engagement became a featured 
topic at the fifth White House Conference on Aging (WHCoA).  Since then, it has 
attracted a great deal of research attention in the field of aging and therefore resulted in a 
burgeoning body of pertinent studies.  In order to help readers quickly grasp the essence 
of existing literature, the primary research is sorted into three categories, including 
measures, influencing factors, and outcomes of civic engagement. 
Measures of Civic Engagement  
There is no consensus among scholars on how to measure civic engagement in 
later life.  Maybe because civic engagement study is still in its nascent stage in the field 
of aging, the measurement tools developed by scholars were usually applied to their own 
studies and have not been widely tested and validated.  Morrow-Howell (2007) proposed 
a list of civic engagement indicators with an emphasis on volunteering, including paid 
work (part or full-time), volunteering (yes, no, or minimal), stipended volunteering, types 
of volunteer activities, length of volunteering, settings of volunteer activities, level of 
engagement in activities (number of hours volunteered every year), regularity of 
volunteer activities, monetary contributions, mutual aid, informal helping, helping 
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neighbors, time living in community, involvement in community organizations and clubs, 
memberships and attendance, voting, civic knowledge, social trust (level of trust in 
neighbors), time use (commuting and TV watching), costs and benefits of an aging 
society, purpose in life, and usefulness.   
The AARP developed its own survey instrument to measure American elders’ 
civic engagement.  In AARP 2012 Survey on Civic Engagement, six dimensions of civic 
engagement were operationalized: (1) social involvement (e.g., level of involvement in 
religious activities), (2) group membership (e.g., being a member of social service 
organizations), (3) community involvement (e.g., working with others to fix community 
problems), (4) voting (e.g., frequency of voting for presidential elections), (5) 
volunteering (e.g., monthly hours spent on volunteering through organizations), and (6) 
charitable giving (e.g., donating money or property to a charitable organization) (AARP, 
2012). 
Cutler, Hendricks, and O’Neill (2010) claimed that the National Conference on 
Citizenship’s Civic Health Index was a relatively comprehensive, well-developed 
measure of civic engagement.  To illustrate, the 2009 Civic Health Index comprised 40 
indicators across 10 categories: (1) connecting to civic and religious groups (4 
indicators), (2) trusting other people (2 indicators), (3) connecting to others through 
family and friends (3 indicators), (4) citizen-centered engagement (3 indicators), (5) 
giving and volunteering (2 indicators), (6) staying informed (4 indicators), (7) 
understanding civics and politics (1 indicator), (8) participating in politics (3 indicators), 
(9) trusting and feeling connected to major institutions (4 indicators), and (10) expressing 
political views (14 indicators) (National Conference on Citizenship, 2009). 
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Factors Influencing Civic Engagement 
Previous research has identified a variety of factors that affected American elders’ 
civic engagement (Baker, Cahalin, Gerst, & Burr, 2005; Harvard School of Public Health 
& MetLife Foundation, 2004; Hinterlong, 2006; Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008; McNamara 
& Gonzales, 2011; Rozario, 2006-2007; Rozario, Morrow-Howell, & Hinterlong, 2004; 
Tang, 2008; Zedlewski & Schaner, 2005).  These factors can be roughly grouped into 
three categories, including individual factors, organizational variables, and structural 
factors. 
Firstly, individual factors include demographic characteristics, religious belief, 
health status, personal performances, and other qualities of the individual.  Using data 
from the 2002 Current Population Survey that involved 18,109 persons aged 65 and over, 
Tang and Morrow-Howell (2008) found that American elders who were younger, female, 
White, and married and had higher educational and income levels were more likely to 
volunteer.  Findings from the Asset and Health Dynamics among Oldest Old (AHEAD) 
study documented that American elders with higher educational levels, stronger religious 
beliefs, and better health status were more committed to volunteer work (Choi, 2003).  In 
terms of engagement benefits, some studies found that married older volunteers with 
stronger religious attachment and higher levels of social involvement experienced more 
benefits (Oman, Thoresen, & McMahon, 1999; Van Willigen, 2000).  Yet, other studies 
documented that single, lower-educated, lower-income older volunteers reported more 
perceived benefits (Morrow-Howell, Hong, & Tang, 2009).  Moreover, American elders’ 
levels of commitment also had an impact on their engagement benefits.  An analysis of 
three waves of data from the Americans’ Changing Lives (ACL) survey suggested that 
19 
 
 
more volunteer hours were related to greater well-being under the condition that older 
adults volunteered no more than 100 hours a year (Morrow-Howell, Hinterlong, Rozario, 
& Tang, 2003).  In other words, the positive effects of volunteering on older adults’ well-
being tapered off after 100 hours.  Using the same data, Hinterlong and colleagues (2007) 
found that the number of roles or activities performed by older volunteers was positively 
associated with self-reported health and was negatively associated with functional 
impairment. 
Secondly, organizational variables are often used to measure organizational 
characteristics, mechanisms, infrastructures, and performance.  In spite of few studies 
specially investigating American elders’ civic engagement from an organizational 
perspective, there are still several researchers mentioned or examined the organizational 
variables in their studies.  For example, Morrow-Howell (2010) stated that educational 
and work institutions preferred to recruit young volunteers and thus did not offer older 
adults equal opportunities to get involved.  Tang and her colleague (2008) revealed that 
older adults had more chances to volunteer in religious organizations, followed by social 
and community service groups and health-related institutions.  Musick and Wilson (2003) 
reported that religious volunteering was more beneficial for older adults’ mental health 
than secular volunteering.  Besides the types of organizations, the provision of training, 
availability of stipends, adequacy of ongoing support, and incentive mechanisms also 
greatly influenced American elders’ civic engagement.  Conducting focus groups with 43 
older volunteers, Nagchoudhuri and colleagues (2005) claimed that older adults were 
more likely to volunteer when they received adequate support from organizations such as 
training, transportation, and stipends.  Similarly, Tang and colleagues (2009a) suggested 
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that the development of appropriate institutional facilitation, including flexible volunteer 
roles, aging-friendly physical environments, provision of material incentives, and 
recognition of volunteers’ contributions, helped to recruit and retain older adults from 
diverse backgrounds, especially those of low socioeconomic status. 
Thirdly, structural factors relate to the political, economic, social, and cultural 
aspects of the larger society and serve as either facilitators of or barriers to American 
elders’ civic engagement.  From a political economy perspective, Martinson and Minkler 
(2006) claimed the emerging call for American elders’ civic engagement was a policy 
response to serious, prevalent unmet community needs due to the politics of retrenchment 
and economic downturn.  As they further explained, such a call helped to create a 
supportive environment for engaged elders, but in the meantime it devalued those “for 
whom such engagement is either not possible or not chosen” (Martinson & Minkler, 
2006, p. 320).  Focusing on older adults who resided in nursing homes, Anderson and 
Dabelko-Schoeny (2010) found that institutional impermeability and social 
discrimination which segregated older adults from the outside world and other people 
contributed to their lack of civic engagement opportunities.  Martinez, Crooks, Kim, and 
Tanner (2011) asserted that cultural barriers prevented ethnic minority elders from 
volunteering in mainstream organizations.  Compared to their White counterparts, ethnic 
minority elders had significantly lower rates of volunteering (Morrow-Howell, 2010).    
Outcomes of Civic Engagement 
There is abundant literature documenting outcomes of American elders’ civic 
engagement.  In particular, volunteering has been the focus of outcomes research (Fried 
et al., 2004; Harris & Thoresen, 2005; Rook & Sorkin, 2003; Tang, Choi, & Morrow-
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Howell, 2010a).  Although outcomes of other forms of civic engagement have not been 
widely studied, efforts have been made to fill this research gap (Carlton-LaNey, 2006-
2007; Wilson, Harlow-Rosentraub, Manning, Simson, & Steele, 2006-2007).  Generally, 
outcomes of civic engagement have been described and discussed at three different 
levels: individual, community, and societal.   
At the individual level, according to the analysis of seven years of longitudinal 
data from 7,443 Americans aged 70 and over participating in the AHEAD study, Lum 
and Lightfoot (2005) found that volunteering was positively correlated with older adults’ 
self-reported health and functioning levels and was negatively correlated with depression 
levels and mortality rates.  Using qualitative methods, Piercy, Cheek, and Teemant 
(2011) interviewed 38 older volunteers who participated in intensive humanitarian 
services and found that volunteer activities helped the interviewees have more 
connections with others and become more compassionate and less materialistic towards 
others, brought meaning to their lives, and promoted their spiritual growth.  By 
evaluating the Legacy Leadership Maryland, a program promoting lifelong learning 
through civic engagement among American elders, Wilson and Simson (2003) identified 
a salutary relationship between civic engagement and personal development.  As interns 
in public sectors, these elders reported better understanding of public issues, greater use 
of their abilities, better development of new capabilities, and more enthusiasm to assume 
meaningful roles and continue to learn.  Findings from the ACL survey indicated that 
older adults’ participation in such productive activities as paid work, volunteering, care 
work, and informal helping increased their life satisfaction, enhanced their sense of 
happiness, and reduced depressive symptoms (Baker et al., 2005). 
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At the community level, Morrow-Howell and colleagues (2009) surveyed 401 
older volunteers aged 51 and over from 13 volunteer programs and summarized six 
effects of civic engagement on the community: (1) making the community better off, (2) 
making the community conditions improved, safer, and cleaner, (3) increasing residents’ 
levels of awareness about community issues, (4) promoting intergenerational 
understanding in the community, (5) cultivating more productive citizens in the 
community, and (6) increasing residents’ levels of volunteering in the community.  By 
interviewing older volunteers, program supervisors and staff, community informants, and 
clients’ family members, Butler and Eckart (2007) explored the impact of civic 
engagement on a rural community from multiple points of view.  They found that older 
volunteers participating in the SCP helped to meet the needs of elderly clients, to 
maintain a sense of community, and to fill gaps in the current service system, all of which 
led to community betterment and development.   
At the societal level, American elders’ civic engagement plays a significant role 
in producing invisible economic value (Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008), fostering social 
capital (Sander & Putnam, 2006), influencing the political process (Binstock, 2006-
2007), and strengthening civil society (Morrow-Howell, 2010).  Possibly due to the 
methodological challenges with empirically studying the effects of civic engagement on 
larger society, there are more conceptual, logical analyses than concrete evidence in the 
existing literature.  Based on moderate-cost assumptions, for instance, Johnson and 
Schaner (2005) estimated that the value produced by American elders through formal and 
informal volunteering was $63.1 billion in 2002.  Additionally, from a social capital 
perspective, older adults’ civic engagement can contribute a solution to the “bowling 
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alone” phenomenon in America by forging social connections, enlarging social networks, 
and promoting reciprocity and mutual trust (Costa & Kahn, 2003; Hudson, 2006-2007; 
Musick & Wilson, 2003).  Moreover, by participating in political activities, older adults 
are able to transform their problems into political issues and to promote the development 
of old-age policies (Binstock, 2006-2007; Hudson, 2006-2007).  By and large, engaging 
American elders in a broad range of voluntary, social, and political activities gives them a 
voice in public affairs, and thus helps to strengthen a civil, democratic society (Hudson, 
2006-2007). 
Just as every coin has two sides, the promotion of civic engagement among 
American elders leads to both positive and negative outcomes.  Nonetheless, a great deal 
of academic efforts have focused solely on the positive effects of American elders’ civic 
engagement.  Hinterlong and Williamson (2006-2007) remind us that “any discussion of 
the effects of civic engagement would be incomplete if it did not consider possible 
pitfalls and negative consequences” (p. 14).  A few researchers have talked about the 
negative aspects of American elders’ civic engagement.  Morrow-Howell and colleagues 
(2009) found that some older adults felt that too active engagement interfered with family 
activities and reported intrusion into family life because of volunteer work.  Lum and 
Lightfoot (2005) documented that spending too much time on volunteering could result in 
role strains for older adults.  Hinterlong and Williamson (2006-2007) argued that an over-
emphasis on civic engagement devalued those older adults who were not willing or 
unable to participate in civic activities.   
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Limitations of Existing Literature 
Based on the brief review of existing literature, at least four research limitations 
can be identified.  First of all, notwithstanding the multiple dimensions of American 
elders’ civic engagement, the majority of empirical research solely focuses on 
volunteering and neglects other dimensions of civic engagement.  Secondly, there are 
abundant studies that investigated the factors influencing American elders’ civic 
engagement.  But such a vast and disorganized literature is not very helpful for field 
practitioners and non-academic organizations since they may not have enough time or 
ability to determine which factors are most related to American elders’ civic engagement, 
let alone to clearly know which competencies they need to develop to capture the effects 
of these factors.  Thirdly, the previous research is primarily concerned with American 
elders’ civic engagement as a behavior or action per se and overlooks the organizational 
mechanisms especially organizational competencies which promote such behaviors or 
action.  Fourthly, there are very few studies, if any, that explore the possible roles of 
helping professions like social work in improving elder civic engagement programs 
offered by formal organizations. 
Research Questions 
The dissertation attempts to fill the aforementioned research gaps through two 
inquiries.  The first inquiry is a mixed methods systematic literature review that included 
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods studies.  The main purpose of this review is 
to identify and synthesize a range of factors related to American elders’ formal civic 
engagement by systematically reviewing and evaluating pertinent empirical studies.  The 
central research question that guided the review is: What kinds of factors affected 
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American elders’ formal civic engagement?  From a holistic organizational competency 
perspective, the second inquiry aims to develop and validate the OCS that captures the 
multilevel organizational competencies.  Four specific research questions were addressed 
in a pilot study in the State of Texas: (1) What are the main characteristics of elder civic 
engagement programs and their sponsoring organizations? (2) What is the overall factor 
structure of the OCS? (3) What is the internal consistency reliability of the OCS? and (4) 
What is the criterion-related validity of the OCS?  It is noteworthy that the pilot study 
involved diverse elder civic engagement programs beyond the usual senior volunteer 
programs.  Based on the two inquiries, implications for social work were further 
described and discussed. 
Objectives of the Dissertation 
By and large, the dissertation composed of two inquiries aims to help formal 
organizations conduct research-informed, evidence-based, and professional practices so 
that they can be better prepared to receive and engage the rapidly growing number of 
American elders, particularly baby boomers.  The specific objectives of this dissertation 
are three-fold: (1) according to the systematic review of previous research on factors that 
affect American elders’ civic engagement, it provides formal organizations with a quick 
start manual about which factors may serve as the major facilitators of or barriers to the 
promotion of civic engagement among American elders.  Accordingly, formal 
organizations will be able to quickly identify what competencies they need to develop to 
strengthen the beneficial effects of positive factors as well as to remove the existing or 
potential barriers to civic engagement for older adults; (2) by developing and validating 
the OCS, it also helps formal organizations to evaluate and enhance three-level 
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competencies to better accommodate, engage and serve American elders through their 
programs.  Notably, the OCS can be used as both a research kit and a practical tool to 
support the implementation of evidence-based organizational practices; and (3) from the 
perspective of social work, it further enables formal organizations to become more aware 
of the significant roles that social workers can play in increasing American elders’ 
participation in their programs.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
FACTORS INFLUENCING AMERICAN ELDERS’ CIVIC ENGAGEMENT:              
A SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW 
Background 
The U.S. population is aging rapidly.  With the approximately 78 million baby 
boomers beginning to turn age 65 in 2011, America is now facing great challenges 
caused by population aging and other trends (Bava, 2015).  In this context, how to help 
American elders age healthily and productively is a major concern for policymakers, 
healthcare providers, social gerontologists, and other stakeholders.  According to the 
World Health Organization’s (WHO) Active Aging policy, any positive aging experience 
(e.g., healthy and productive aging) “must be accompanied by continuing opportunities 
for health, participation and security” (WHO, 2002, p. 12).  As such, during the past few 
decades, the U.S. has been dedicated to engaging its senior citizens in all kinds of 
activities to promote their physical, mental, and social well-being.  Here older adults’ 
participation in various civic activities can be simply referred to as American elders’ 
civic engagement.  In 2005, older adults’ civic engagement was highlighted at the fifth 
White House Conference on Aging (WHCoA).  Since then, civic engagement has 
garnered a great deal of attention in the field of aging. 
A significant body of research has documented the positive effects of civic 
engagement on American elders’ physiological health (Pillemer, Wagenet, Goldman, 
Bushway, & Meador, 2009-2010; Tang, 2009), psychological well-being (Greenfield & 
Marks, 2004), personal development (Wilson & Simson, 2003), quality of life (Van 
Willigen, 2000), and social integration (Midlarsky & Kahana, 1994).  Besides personal 
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well-being, American elders’ civic engagement has also been found to be beneficial for 
other individuals (Rebok et al., 2004), the community (Carlton-LaNey, 2006-2007), and 
larger society (Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008).  These academic explorations on American 
elders’ civic engagement help to break ageist stereotypes and promote a more positive 
image of older adults.  Compared to previous cohorts, today’s American elders are 
increasingly being seen as an asset rather than a burden to society.  Accordingly, a new 
challenge facing America now and in the years ahead is how to tap such asset brought on 
by population aging.  Currently, the U.S. has developed a variety of structured programs 
to unleash older adults’ potential for the sake of both individuals and society such as the 
Foster Grandparent Program (FGP), the Senior Companion Program (SCP), and the 
Retired and Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP). 
Usually, these kinds of programs are designed, developed, implemented, and 
managed by formal organizations.  Thus, formal organizations are unsurprisingly 
expected to play a vital role in institutionalizing older adults’ civic engagement through 
senior programs.  However, due to a structural lag between social changes and 
organizational practices, many organizations have not been well prepared to 
accommodate the unprecedentedly large number of American elders (Harvard School of 
Public Health & MetLife Foundation, 2004).  So, how can formal organizations be better 
prepared to engage American elders?  The first and most important information they need 
to know is what kinds of factors affect the civic engagement of American elders.  Based 
on this information, formal organizations will then be able to update their knowledge, 
skills, and competencies to capture the influences of these factors.  Although some 
studies have investigated the factors affecting American elders’ civic engagement, there 
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are very few, if any, systematic extractions and syntheses of these factors from various 
different studies.   
To fill the research gap, the author conducted a systematic literature review to 
extract and synthesize a set of factors influencing American elders’ civic engagement 
based on evidence from empirical studies.  This review will be helpful for formal 
organizations that aim to increase older adults’ participation in civic activities through 
structured programs.  Given that formal organizations, particularly non-academic, 
practice-focused organizations, may not have enough time, energy, or ability to address 
the vast relevant literature, this review will enable them to quickly grasp the most 
important information to direct the development of their organizations and pertinent 
programs.  On the one hand, this review will lay the groundwork for formal organizations 
to identify and develop needed competencies to improve, innovate, and implement their 
programs.  On the other hand, it can serve as an easy, research-informed guideline to help 
formal organizations assess and understand the engagement needs of older adults and 
thus more easily attract, recruit, and retain them. 
Review Purpose and Question 
The primary purpose of this review is to identify a range of factors that influence 
American elders’ formal civic engagement by systematically reviewing and evaluating 
relevant empirical studies.  The central research question that guided this review is: What 
kinds of factors affect American elders’ formal civic engagement?  Here, “American 
elders” and “formal civic engagement” are two keywords that need to be clearly defined.  
Most developed countries in the world, America included, use the chronological age of 
65 years to define an older adult.  In practice, however, civic engagement programs 
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designed for American elders like the FGP, SCP, and RSVP are usually targeted at 
persons aged 55 and over.  Due to such practical context, this review broadened the target 
population to Americans aged 55 and over.  Formal civic engagement can be defined as 
older adults’ involvement in all sorts of structured activities designed, developed, 
implemented, and managed by formal organizations, which has a direct or indirect impact 
on older adults themselves, the community, and larger society. 
Methods 
Eligibility Criteria 
For rigorous and efficient retrieval of pertinent studies, a set of inclusion and 
exclusion criteria were formulated: (1) in terms of target population, this review 
concentrated on Americans aged 55 and over who participated in civic activities 
designed, developed, and administered by formal organizations.  Studies were excluded 
that focused on Americans under age 55 or non-organizational settings; (2) for the 
phenomenon of interest, particular attention was paid to studies that investigated factors 
affecting American elders’ participation in civic activities; (3) regarding the types of 
studies, this review included randomized controlled trials (RCTs), cross-sectional 
surveys, longitudinal studies, qualitative research, and mixed-methods studies.  
Conceptual articles, narrative reviews, and other non-empirical studies were excluded 
from the review; (4) given that the research on American elders’ civic engagement has 
sprung up and thrived since the fifth WHCoA held December 11-14, 2005, this review 
restricted the search to articles published between January 1, 2006 to March 1, 2017; and 
(5) owing to the author’s language limitations and time constraints, only English-
language articles published in peer-reviewed journals were identified and selected. 
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Search Strategy 
In order to search for and collect studies that met the eligibility criteria, a 
computerized literature search was carried out using five electronic databases: EBSCO 
Academic Search Premier, Abstracts in Social Gerontology, Social Work Abstracts, 
ProQuest Central, and Social Service Abstracts.  Note that the former three databases are 
all on the EBSCO platform and the latter two databases are both on the ProQuest 
platform.  Thus, two different search strategies were tailored for each database platform.  
For the three EBSCO databases, the search terms and strings were Americ* AND (elde* 
OR olde* OR senio*) AND civi* AND (engag* OR participat* OR involve*).  For the 
two ProQuest databases, the search terms were American elders, civic engagement.  In 
addition to the electronic search, the author also hand-searched the reference lists of all 
included articles to identify the additional studies.  The software program EndNote was 
used to facilitate the literature search and reference management. 
Quality Assessment  
All eligible studies were assessed for scientific quality and rigor.  Given the 
inclusion of both quantitative and qualitative studies in this review, two different 
assessment tools were developed and applied by the author (See Appendices A & B).  To 
illustrate, a 20-item Quality Assessment Tool for Quantitative Studies was built on the 
work of Rubin and Babbie (2008) and Smedslund et al. (2006) as well as on the Cochrane 
Collaboration’s Tool for Assessing Risk of Bias (Higgins & Altman, 2008).  The tool was 
used to assess the scientific rigor of quantitative research process and the potential risk of 
bias, that is, selection bias, performance bias, attribution bias, and reporting bias.  
Drawing on the methodological work of Lincoln and Guba (1985), Glesne (2011), and 
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Padgett (2008), an 18-item Quality Assessment Tool for Qualitative Studies was 
developed to appraise the scientific rigor of each study with an emphasis on 
trustworthiness of qualitative studies, that is, credibility, transferability, auditability, and 
confirmability.   
Each item in both tools can be rated as “met”, “unsure”, or “unmet” based on the 
reviewer’s judgement.  According to the number of met items, the overall study quality 
can be assessed as being of either low quality (0-6 met items for quantitative study or 0-5 
met items for qualitative study), moderate quality (7-13 met items for quantitative study 
or 6-11 met items for qualitative study), or high quality (14-20 met items for quantitative 
study or 12-18 met items for qualitative study).  As a part of the dissertation, this review 
was carried out by a single reviewer — the author.  When encountering any judgement-
making difficulty, the author discussed it with her doctoral committee and resolved the 
uncertainty in a timely manner.  
Data Abstraction and Synthesis  
A data extraction form was developed by the author to abstract data from eligible 
studies (See Appendix C).  The extracted information included the article title, author(s), 
publication year, study design, research methods, sample size, participant characteristics, 
main results, and quality rating.  To ensure accuracy and correctness of the information, 
the author double-checked all included articles as well as the data abstractions.  Where 
appropriate, the corresponding author(s) of included studies were contacted for more 
information.  Given the heterogeneity of included studies, a quantitative meta-analysis 
was not used to pool numerical data.  Instead, the author analyzed and synthesized the 
key findings across different study designs through meta-summary, which refers to a 
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narrative synthesis of findings from primary studies to describe the current knowledge in 
a certain field (Burns & Grove, 2011).  Meta-summary is thought to be suitable for 
combining and synthesizing research evidence derived from quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed methods studies (Sandelowski, Voils, Leeman, & Crandell, 2012). 
To illustrate, the first step in conducting meta-summary for this review was to 
read through all included articles and write down the main findings from three types of 
studies.  For quantitative studies, if P values of pertinent statistical tests were below 0.05 
(p < 0.05), the associations between certain factors and civic engagement were deemed 
significant.  Then, these results were included and recorded narratively.  For qualitative 
studies, the key themes and narrative findings were written down that related to factors 
affecting American elders’ civic engagement.  For the one mixed methods article, its 
quantitative and qualitative results were separately recorded.  Next, the author assigned 
codes to the main results of each study.  After all coding was completed, similar codes 
were grouped together to develop analytical themes through vote counting.  The author 
revisited and compared the summarized findings, assigned codes, and emerging themes 
in an iterative way until the codes and themes were finalized. 
Results 
Selection of Articles 
The electronic search of aforementioned five databases yielded 7,341 potentially 
relevant articles.  After 265 duplicates were removed, 7,076 articles remained.  Based on 
the initial screening of titles and abstracts, 6,954 articles were excluded from further 
review due to irrelevant topics, populations, or countries.  The remaining 122 articles 
were eligible for full-text screening.  Of these 122 articles, 16 met the priori inclusion 
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criteria and 106 were excluded from the final review.  The main reasons for exclusion 
were as follows: (1) the full text of the articles were not retrieved (n = 11); (2) the articles 
were reviews, commentaries, editorials, or conceptual articles (n = 65); (3) the samples 
consisted of participants under 55 years of age (n = 13); (4) the studies investigated 
informal civic engagement in non-organizational settings (n = 2); and (5) the articles did 
not delineate the factors related to American elders’ civic engagement (n = 15).  
Furthermore, the bibliographies of the16 eligible articles were hand-searched, which 
added an additional six articles to the final review.  In total, 22 articles were included in 
this review, among which 19 were quantitative, two were qualitative, and one was mixed 
methods.  Using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, and the PRISMA 
Group, 2009), the process of article selection is outlined in Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2. The PRISMA Flowchart (Adapted from Moher et al., 2009) 
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Characteristics of Included Articles 
Table 1 presents the characteristics of the 22 eligible articles, including author(s), 
publication year, study design, research methods, sample size, participant characteristics, 
and overall quality rating.  Of these 22 articles, 4.5% (n = 1) were randomized controlled 
trials, 18.3% (n = 4) were longitudinal studies, 63.6% (n = 14) were cross-sectional 
analyses, 9.1% (n = 2) were qualitative research, and 4.5% (n = 1) were mixed methods 
studies.  Among the 19 quantitative studies, 42.1% (n = 8) were secondary analyses of 
national representative longitudinal panel surveys, including the National Social Life, 
Health, and Aging Project (n = 1), the Americans’ Changing Lives Survey (n = 3), the 
Health and Retirement Study (n = 2), the National Survey of American Life (n = 1), and 
the Current Population Survey (n = 1).    
In terms of research methods, the 22 included studies were equally split between 
the use of nonprobability (n = 11) and probability (n = 11) sampling.  To be specific, 
purposive sampling (n = 8), convenience sampling (n = 2), and a combination of 
purposive and convenience sampling (n = 1) were the three primary techniques of 
nonprobability sampling used in 11 studies.  Random sampling (n = 3) and multistage 
probability sampling (n = 8) were the two main techniques of probability sampling used 
in the remaining studies.  The majority of studies collected data through surveys, 
including self-administered questionnaires, phone surveys, personal interviews, and focus 
groups.  Only one study evaluated the program using a randomized controlled trial. 
Most of the studies (n = 21) consisted of samples of American elders aged 55 
years or older, with sample sizes ranging from 40 to 16,415.  Yet, the remaining study 
recruited the staff rather than older residents in long-term care settings, with a sample 
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Table 1. Characteristics of Included Studies (N = 22) 
1st Author 
(Year) 
Study Design Research 
Methods 
             Sample Size & Participant Characteristics Quality 
Rating     N Age Female White Married Employed 
Ahn et al. 
(2011) 
Cross-sectional  Random sampling 
 Telephone survey 
525 
 
60+ — 69.0% — — Moderate 
Banerjee 
et al. 
(2010) 
Cross-sectional  Random sampling 
 Interviewer-
administered 
survey 
127 60+ 55.9% 
 
38.6% — 12.6% Moderate 
Barron et 
al. (2009) 
Longitudinal  Purposive 
sampling 
 Interviewer-
administered 
survey 
174 
 
60-
86 
91.0% 7.0% 24.7% — Moderate 
Brown et 
al. (2011) 
Qualitative  Convenience 
sampling 
 In-depth interview 
40 
 
57-
88 
40.0% 92.5% 87.5% 20.0% High 
Cornwell 
et al. 
(2008) 
Cross-sectional  Multistage area 
probability 
sampling 
 In-home interview 
 Self-administered 
survey 
3,005 
 
57-
85 
— — — — High 
Gruenewa
ld et al. 
(2016) 
RCT  Purposive 
sampling 
 In-person interview 
 Telephone 
interview 
702 60-
89 
85.0% 5.0% — — High 
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Table 1. (Cont’d) 
1st Author 
(Year) 
Study Design Research  
Methods 
Sample Size & Participant Characteristics Quality 
Rating N Age Female White Married Employed 
Hinterlong 
(2006) 
Longitudinal  Multistage stratified 
probability 
sampling 
 In-person interview 
1,644 
(Year 
1986) 
60+ 67.3% 70.0% 
 
48.0% — High 
Infurna et 
al. (2016) 
Cross-sectional  Multistage area 
probability 
sampling 
 In-person interview  
 Self-administered 
survey 
13,262 60-
106 
58.0% 85.0% 62.0% 21.0% High 
Karlawish 
et al. 
(2008) 
Mixed 
methods 
 Convenience 
sampling 
 Phone interview 
51 
(Instit
utions) 
— — — — — Moderate 
Kaskie et 
al. (2008) 
Cross-sectional  Random sampling  
 Mail survey 
683 
 
56-
75 
53.0% 95.8% 76.2% — High 
Li et al. 
(2006) 
Longitudinal   Multistage stratified 
probability 
sampling 
 In-person interview 
1,669 
(Year 
1986) 
 
60+ — — — — Moderate 
Myers et 
al. (2013) 
Cross-sectional  Purposive sampling 
 Self-administered 
survey 
979 
 
65+ 58.1% — — — Moderate 
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Table 1. (Cont’d) 
1st Author 
(Year) 
Study Design Research  
Methods 
Sample Size & Participant Characteristics Quality 
Rating N Age Female White Married Employed 
Shen 
(2017) 
Cross-sectional  Multistage area 
probability 
sampling 
 In-person 
interview 
 Mail survey 
10,089 65-
107 
56.7% 79.1% — 13.7% Moderate 
Tan et al. 
(2010) 
Cross-sectional  Purposive 
sampling 
 Telephone 
interview 
 In-person 
interview 
368 60-93 86.0% 10.0% 26.0% — Moderate 
Tang 
(2008) 
Longitudinal  Multistage area 
probability 
sampling 
 Telephone 
interview  
 In-person 
interview 
1,669 
(Year 
1986) 
60-96 67.1% 68.5% 51.1% 22.4% High 
Tang et al. 
(2008) 
Cross-sectional  Multistage area 
probability 
sampling 
 Telephone 
interview 
 In-person 
interview 
16,415 
 
65-80 57.5% 89.7% 56.1% 12.5% Moderate 
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 Table 1. (Cont’d) 
1st Author 
(Year) 
Study Design Research  
Methods 
Sample Size & Participant Characteristics Quality 
Rating N Age Female White Married Employed 
Tang et al. 
(2010b) 
Cross-sectional  Purposive 
sampling 
 Mail survey 
207 
 
56-89 66.7% 74.9% 42.5% 13.5% Moderate 
Tang et al. 
(2010a) 
Cross-sectional  Purposive 
sampling 
 Mail survey 
207 
 
56-89 67.0% 74.6% 43.8% 12.4% Moderate 
Tang et al. 
(2012) 
Cross-sectional  Purposive & 
convenience 
sampling 
 Self-administered 
survey 
180 60-94 88.3% 39.4% 20.0% 9.5% Moderate 
Tang et al. 
(2009a) 
Cross-sectional  Purposive 
sampling 
 Phone interview 
 Self-administered 
survey 
374 
 
60-90 64.7% 80.0% 47.3% 9.9% Moderate 
Taylor et 
al. (2007) 
Cross-sectional  Multistage area 
probability 
sampling 
 In-home 
interview 
1,439 
 
55+ 55.4% 20.7% 46.0% — Moderate 
Varma et 
al. (2015) 
Qualitative  Purposive 
sampling 
 Focus group 
46 
 
60+ 84.8% 2.2% — — Moderate 
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size of 51 (Karlawish et al., 2008).  This study investigated the barriers to voting by older 
residents above 65 years of age from the perspectives of staff who were most familiar 
with voting practices.  Despite the differences in the frequency distributions of gender, 
race/ethnicity, marital status, and employment status across the included studies, 
participants were by and large more likely to be female, white, married, and unemployed. 
Quality of Included Studies 
As shown in Table 1, 63.2% (n = 12) of the 19 quantitative studies were assessed 
as having moderate quality with an average of 12.3 met items, and 36.8% (n = 7) as 
having high quality with an average of 14.7 met items.  Two qualitative studies were both 
rated as having moderate quality with an average of 11.0 met items.  The mixed methods 
study was assessed as having a low-quality quantitative component but was retained 
because of its moderate-quality qualitative component. 
Table 2 displays a summary of quality assessment of the quantitative studies.  
Overall, the 19 articles explicitly stated the research questions and aims, included proper 
study designs to address these questions, used relatively reliable and valid instruments, 
and collected and analyzed data in an appropriate manner.  Although more than half of 
the studies did not propose research hypotheses, this does not mean that they had a lower 
degree of scientific rigor than those with hypotheses.  As Dempster (2011) explains, if 
there is no sufficient information to allow a researcher to make a prediction about the 
findings, that is, to formulate a hypothesis, he or she can just present a research question 
to explore the relationships within the data.  Notably, since only one RCT was included 
in this review, the criteria of single-, double-, or triple- blinding and of using intention-to-
treat (ITT) analysis could be met only by this study.  However, the single-blinding of 
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investigators in this RCT may cause a risk of performance bias.  Participants’ awareness 
of the intervention may affect their performances as well as the study outcomes.  In 
addition, there are several more minor weaknesses of included studies like a lack of 
information about attrition rates, treatment of missing data, and non-response bias, which 
may threaten the generalizability of research evidence. 
Table 2. Summary of Quality Assessment of Quantitative Studies (N = 19) 
Criteria Met Unsure Unmet 
Research Questions  
 Clear description of research questions 19 0 0 
 Clear description of hypotheses 8 0 11 
 Clear definitions of keywords 19 0 0 
Research Aims 
 Clear description of research aims 19 0 0 
Study Design  
 Appropriate study design  18 1 0 
Measurement 
 Use of reliable instrument(s) 15 4 0 
 Use of valid instrument(s) 16 3 0 
Data Collection 
 Appropriate sampling method 16 3 0 
 Clear description of sampling method 12 4 3 
 Rigorous implementation of sampling method 15 4 0 
 A representative sample  14 5 0 
 Single-, double-, or triple-blinding 1 0 18 
 Attrition rate ≤20% 7 11 1 
 Response rate ≥50% 15 3 1 
Data Analysis 
 Appropriate statistical methods 17 2 0 
 Appropriate treatment of missing data  10 9 0 
 Control for potential confounders 16 3 0 
 Use of ITT analysis 1 0 18 
Reporting of Results  
 Discussion of non-response bias 1 3 15 
 Nonselective reporting of results 14 5 0 
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Table 3 presents a summary of quality appraisal of the qualitative studies.  The 
two studies were rated as being of moderate quality.  They clearly delineated the research 
questions and aims, used appropriate methods to collect and analyze data, and presented 
fairly trustworthy findings.  Nevertheless, one limitation of the two studies is that they 
did not specifically explain the eligibility criteria and procedures for selecting sites and 
participants.  One possible reason for the lack of such information may be because they 
were extensions of original studies of Brown, Mefford, Chen, Callen, and Brown (2009) 
and of Fried et al. (2013), respectively.  Probably owing to restrictions on article length 
imposed by the journals, the two articles did not have enough space to present detailed 
information about the site and participant selection.  Therefore, they just simply 
mentioned the original studies, implying that those who needed more information could 
go back to the original studies.  What is more, the other limitation of the two studies is 
that they did not clearly identify the potential and actual biases, which may cause readers 
to question the trustworthiness of the studies. 
Table 3. Summary of Quality Assessment of Qualitative Studies (N = 2) 
Criteria Met Unsure Unmet 
Research Questions 
 Clear description of research questions 2 0 0 
Research Aims 
 Clear description of research aims 2 0 0 
Research Method Selection 
 Clear rationale for the method selection  1 0 1 
 Clear description of the selected method 2 0 0 
Site Selection 
 Clear description of eligibility criteria  0 0 2 
 Clear description of site selection methods 0 0 2 
Participant Selection 
 Clear description of eligibility criteria  0 0 2 
 Clear description of participant selection procedure 0 0 2 
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Table 3. (Cont’d) 
Criteria Met Unsure Unmet 
Data Collection 
 Appropriate data collection methods 1 1 0 
 Appropriate data recording techniques 1 1 0 
Data Analysis 
 Appropriate data transcription 1 1 0 
 Appropriate data coding 2 0 0 
 Appropriate thematic analysis 2 0 0 
 Appropriate data analysis techniques 2 0 0 
Reporting of Findings 
 Good confirmability of the findings 2 0 0 
 Good credibility of the findings 2 0 0 
 Identification of potential and actual biases 0 0 2 
 Good transferability of the findings 2 0 0 
 
Synthesis of Main Factors 
As shown in Table 4, six themes related to factors influencing American elders’ 
civic engagement were extracted from the 22 studies, including socio-demographic 
factors, health status, program characteristics, engagement opportunities, engagement 
outcomes, and social capital. 
Socio-demographic factors. Significant associations between socio-demographic 
factors and American elders’ civic engagement were found in the included studies.  
Race/ethnicity affected the rates, frequencies, levels, time commitment, and perceived 
benefits of volunteering and other forms of civic engagement among American elders.  
Overall, Whites had higher rates and levels of volunteering than Blacks and Hispanics.  
They were also engaged in a wider range of civic activities than their Black and Hispanic 
counterparts.  Blacks were more focused on two forms of civic engagement — 
volunteering and religious services, and were more committed to these activities than 
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Table 4. Synthesis of Main Factors Influencing American Elders' Civic Engagement 
Themes Factors Key Findings No. of 
Studies 
Socio-
Demographic 
Factors 
 Race/ethnicity  Higher rates of volunteering among Whites than among Blacks or Hispanics 
(Ahn et al., 2011; Hinterlong, 2006; Tang et al., 2008; Tang et al., 2009) 
7 
 Higher rates of church membership among African Americans than among 
Caribbean Blacks (Taylor et al., 2007) 
 
 Higher frequencies of volunteering among Blacks  than among Whites 
(Cornwell et al., 2008; Tang et al., 2012) 
 
 More time commitment to volunteering among Blacks than among Whites 
(Tang et al., 2012) 
 
 More time commitment to productive activities among Whites than among 
Blacks (Hinterlong, 2006) 
 
 Higher levels of volunteering and other productive activities among Whites 
than among Blacks (Hinterlong, 2006) 
 
 Higher levels of religious participation among Blacks than among Whites 
(Taylor et al., 2007) 
 
 Greater perceived benefits of volunteering among Blacks than among 
Whites (Tang et al., 2012) 
 
 
 Gender  Higher rates of volunteering and other senior activities among women than 
among men (Banerjee et al., 2010; Tang et al., 2008; Tang et al., 2009) 
5 
 Higher frequencies of volunteering among women than among men 
(Cornwell et al., 2008) 
 
 Higher levels of religious participation among women than among men 
(Taylor et al., 2007) 
 
 More perceived health-related barriers to community-based senior activities 
among women than among men (Banerjee et al., 2010) 
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Table 4. (Cont’d) 
Themes Factors Key Findings No. of 
Studies 
Socio-
Demographic 
Factors (Cont’d) 
 Age  Positive associations between age and civic activities (e.g., volunteering, 
religious services) (Cornwell et al., 2008; Tang et al., 2008) 
3 
 Service attendance increased among those aged 55 to 74 but declined 
among those aged 75 and above (Taylor et al., 2007) 
 
 Education  Positive associations between educational levels and rates of volunteering 
(Kaskie et al., 2008; Tang, 2008; Tang et al., 2008; Tang et al., 2012; Tang 
et al., 2009) 
7 
 Positive associations between educational levels and frequencies of 
volunteering (Cornwell et al., 2008) 
 
 Positive associations between educational levels and time commitment to 
volunteering (Tang, 2008) 
 
 Positive associations between educational levels and the number of 
organizations where elders volunteered (Tang, 2008) 
 
 Negative associations between educational levels and self-perceived 
benefits of volunteering (Tang et al., 2010a) 
 
 Income  Higher rates of volunteering, working, and political participation among 
higher-income elders than among lower-income elders (Kaskie et al., 
2008; Shen, 2017; Tang, 2008; Tang et al., 2008) 
5 
 Greater perceived benefits of volunteering among lower-income elders 
than among higher-income elders (Tang et al., 2010a) 
 
 Socioeconomic 
status (SES) 
 Higher levels of religious participation among elders with higher SES than 
among those with lower SES (Taylor et al., 2007) 
 More emphasis on institutional facilitation among elders with higher SES 
than among those with lower SES (Tang et al., 2009) 
3 
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Table 4. (Cont’d) 
Themes Factors Key Findings No. of 
Studies 
Socio-
Demographic 
Factors (Cont’d) 
 SES (Cont’d)  Negative associations between likelihood of volunteer turnover and SES 
(Tang et al., 2010b) 
 
 Marital status  Higher levels of volunteering and religious participation among married 
elders than among the unmarried (Cornwell et al., 2008; Taylor et al., 
2007; Tang et al., 2008) 
3 
 
 
  Employment 
status 
 Higher frequencies of volunteering among retirees than among non-
retirees (Cornwell et al., 2008) 
3 
  Higher rates of volunteering among those staying in the workforce than 
among those unemployed (Tang et al., 2008) 
 
  Work was a frequently cited barrier to volunteering (Myers et al., 2013)  
Health Status 
 
 Physical 
health 
 Positive associations between levels of physical health and volunteering 
and employment (Shen, 2017) 
1 
 
 Functional 
limitations 
 Negative associations between levels of functional limitations and 
volunteering and work (Kaskie et al., 2008; Li et al., 2006) 
2 
 
 Mental health  Positive associations between levels of mental health and volunteering 
(Ahn et al., 2011) 
1 
 
 Overall health  Positive associations between levels of overall health and volunteering, 
community engagement, and organizational participation (Banerjee et al., 
2010; Kaskie et al., 2008; Myers et al., 2013) 
5 
 Negative associations between levels of overall health and likelihood of 
volunteer turnover (Tang et al., 2010b) 
 Positive associations between levels of overall health and likelihood of 
volunteer turnover (Barron et al., 2009) 
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Table 4. (Cont’d) 
Themes Factors Key Findings No. of 
Studies 
Program 
Characteristics 
 Activity types  Highest likelihood of volunteering in religious organizations, 
followed by social services, health, and educational organizations 
(Banerjee et al., 2010; Tang et al., 2008) 
5 
 Higher likelihood of engagement in instrumental, non-skilled 
activities among Blacks and of engagement in activities requiring 
high skills among Whites (Tang et al., 2012) 
 
 
 Generative activities contributed to high long-term retention rates 
(Barron et al., 2009; Gruenewald et al., 2016) 
 
 Activity 
arrangements 
 Positive associations between degrees of role flexibility and levels 
of commitment to volunteering (Tang et al., 2010a; Tang et al., 
2012) 
3 
 
 
 Negative associations between degrees of role flexibility and 
likelihood of volunteer turnover (Tang et al., 2010b) 
 
 Shor-term, sporadic activities caused high likelihood of volunteer 
turnover (Tang et al., 2010b) 
 
 Organizational 
supports 
 Positive associations between organizational supports (e.g., training, 
transportation services, administrative support) and levels of 
volunteering (Myers et al., 2013; Tang et al., 2010a; Verma et al., 
2015) 
6 
 
 
 
 Negative associations between organizational supports and 
likelihood of volunteer turnover (Brown et al., 2011; Tang et al., 
2010b) 
 Negative associations between organizational supports and 
likelihood of failure to vote (Karlawish et al., 2008) 
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Table 4. (Cont’d) 
Themes Factors Key Findings No. of 
Studies 
Program 
Characteristics 
(Cont’d) 
 Rewards/incentives  Positive associations between provision of rewards and incentives 
and likelihood of volunteering (Tan et al, 2010; Tang et al., 2010b) 
2 
Engagement 
Opportunities 
 Desire for 
engagement 
 Positive associations between levels of desire for engagement and 
degrees of awareness of opportunities (Gruenewald et al., 2016; 
Karlawish et al., 2008) 
2 
 
 
 Awareness of 
opportunities 
 Positive associations between awareness of opportunities and actual 
engagement (e.g., volunteering, work) (Brown et al., 2011; Kaskie et 
al., 2008) 
2 
 
 
 Being provided 
with opportunities 
 Being ask for help by an individual or organization was a motivation 
for volunteering (Brown et al., 2011; Tan et al., 2010; Tang et al., 
2008) 
3 
 
 
Engagement 
Outcomes 
 Physical well-
being 
 Less functional limitations and improvement in physical health were 
facilitators of volunteering and other forms of civic engagement 
(Brown et al., 2011; Li et al., 2006; Tang et al., 2012) 
3 
 
 
 Mental well-being  Fewer depressive symptoms and improvement in mental health were 
facilitators of volunteering and other forms of civic engagement (Li 
et al., 2006; Tang et al., 2012) 
2 
 
 
 Social well-being  Increased social status, opportunities for role substitution, and social 
support were facilitators of volunteering (Li et al., 2006; Tan et al., 
2010; Varma et al., 2015) 
3 
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Table 4. (Cont’d) 
Themes Factors Key Findings No. of 
Studies 
Engagement 
Outcomes 
(Cont’d) 
 Overall perceived 
benefits 
 Positive associations between experienced benefits and volunteering 
(Barron et al., 2009; Brown et al., 2011; Gruenewald et al., 2016; 
Infurna et al., 2016; Myers et al., 2013) 
5 
 Program 
satisfaction 
 Negative associations between levels of satisfaction with volunteer 
experiences and likelihood of volunteer turnover (Tang et al., 2010b) 
2 
 
  Positive associations between levels of program satisfaction and 
retention rates of the program (Barron et al., 2009) 
 
Social Capital 
 
 Social networks  Positive associations between social network size and frequencies of 
volunteering (Cornwell et al., 2008; Shen, 2017) 
7 
 Negative associations between number of children and frequencies of 
volunteering (Cornwell et al., 2008) 
 
 Negative associations between number of family members and 
likelihood of volunteering (Tang et al., 2008) 
 
 The development and maintenance of social networks or relationships 
served as motivations for volunteering (Brown et al., 2011; Li et al., 
2006; Tan et al., 2010; Varma et al., 2015) 
 
 
 Social interactions  Positive associations between frequencies of social interactions and 
frequencies of volunteering (Cornwell et al., 2008) 
2 
 Positive associations between levels of satisfaction with community 
interactions and likelihood of volunteering (Ahn et al., 2011) 
 
 Reciprocal altruism  Altruism served as a motivation for volunteering (Brown et al., 2011; 
Tan et al., 2010) 
2 
 
 Sense of belonging  A sense of belonging to a group, an organization or a community was 
a facilitator of volunteering (Ahn et al., 2011; Brown et al., 2011) 
2 
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Whites.  They perceived more benefits from volunteering compared to Whites.  In terms 
of gender, volunteering and other civic activities were more frequently observed among 
women than among men.  But in the meantime, women also more often encountered 
health-related barriers that hindered their engagement than men.  Chronological age was 
found to be positively associated with volunteering and religious participation.  In one 
study, however, its association with religious participation was represented by an inverted 
U-shaped curve: the rates of service attendance increased with rising age and then began 
to decline at 75 years of age (Taylor et al., 2007).  In addition, educational levels were by 
and large positively associated with the rates, frequencies, levels, and time commitment 
of volunteering and with the number of sponsoring organizations, but they were 
negatively related to the self-perceived benefits of volunteering.  Also, marital status was 
found to affect American elders’ civic engagement.  Married elders reported higher levels 
of volunteering and religious participation than their unmarried peers.  When it comes to 
the effects of income, civic activities were more frequently observed among high-income 
elders than among low-income elders.  In contrast, one study revealed that low-income 
elders gained more benefits from volunteering than their high-income counterparts (Tang 
et al., 2010a).  What is more, there were no consistent results regarding the impact of 
employment status.  Work was thought of as a facilitator of volunteering in two studies 
(Cornwell et al., 2008; Tang & Morrow-Howell, 2008), whereas it was a frequently cited 
barrier to volunteering in another study (Myers et al., 2013).  Finally, in terms of SES, 
those with high SES were more likely to volunteer and less likely to withdraw from civic 
engagement than those with low SES. 
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Health status. Health status was usually measured by four indicators in the 
included studies, that is, physical health, functional limitations, mental health, and overall 
health.  Generally speaking, American elders who had higher levels of physical and 
mental health, experienced less decline in physical and cognitive functioning, and rated 
themselves as being in good or excellent health demonstrated higher levels of 
volunteering and other forms of civic engagement.  It should be noted, however, that two 
studies showed the exact opposite results regarding the impact of health status on the 
likelihood of volunteer turnover.  Tang and her colleagues (2010b) found that good 
physical and mental health enabled American elders to perform volunteer activities and 
thus prevented them from withdrawing from volunteer programs.  In contrast, Barron and 
his colleagues (2009) claimed that those in good and excellent health were more likely to 
stop volunteering.  To explain the radically different findings, factors that may mediate 
the association between health and volunteering needs to be taken into account such as 
perceived benefits, program satisfaction, and policy changes. 
Program characteristics. Several studies investigated the effects of program 
characteristics on American elders’ likelihood of, commitment to, and withdrawal from 
volunteering.  Firstly, with regard to activity types, American elders were found to be 
most likely to volunteer in religious organizations.  Comparing Blacks and Whites, one 
study revealed that the former more frequently participated in non-skilled activities and 
the latter were more able to take up skilled activities (Tang et al., 2012).  Such 
distribution of Blacks and Whites between non-skilled and skilled activities may to some 
extent result from the educational disparities between the two races.  Secondly, in terms 
of activity arrangements, flexible schedules and roles seemed to be very important for 
52 
 
 
 
American elders, which could increase their commitment and reduce turnover rates.  In 
addition, how long the program lasted and how often the activities were organized were 
also linked to American elders’ intent to leave.  Usually, they preferred to maintain long-
term participation in regular activities.  Moreover, intergenerational programs and 
activities were also attractive to American elders and contributed to high retention rates.  
Thirdly, organizational supports like training, transportation services, and administrative 
supports played a critical role in engaging and retaining American elders.  Fourthly, all 
sorts of rewards and recognitions that made American elders feel valued by peers, staff, 
and organizations were associated with the high likelihood of continuing engagement. 
Engagement opportunities. Six studies identified three factors that related to 
American elders’ engagement opportunities, including desire for engagement, awareness 
of opportunities, and being provided with opportunities (Brown et al., 2011; Gruenewald 
et al., 2011; Karlawish et al., 2008; Kaskie et al., 2008; Tan et al., 2010; Tang & 
Morrow-Howell, 2008).  Overall, American elders who showed greater interest in civic 
engagement were more likely to be aware of pertinent opportunities in their communities.  
Further, the level of awareness of possible opportunities was found to be positively 
related to the likelihood of actual engagement among American elders.  Compared to 
previous cohorts, today’s American elders are expected to become engaged more 
proactively, but being asked for help was still found to be a very frequently cited 
motivation for their engagement in three studies (Brown et al., 2011; Tan et al., 2010; 
Tang & Morrow-Howell, 2008).  As a result, word of mouth is often thought of as the 
most effective way to recruit American elders. 
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Engagement outcomes. According to the included studies, engagement outcomes 
directly or indirectly led to American elders’ continuing participation in or withdrawal 
from civic activities.  Three studies suggested that perceived physical and mental 
betterment served as important facilitators of volunteering and other types of civic 
engagement (Brown et al., 2011; Li et al., 2006; Tang et al., 2012).  Additionally, those 
who reported enhanced social well-being through civic engagement such as increased 
social status, opportunities for role substitution, and social support were more likely to 
stay in the program and less likely to consider leaving.  No matter what kinds of well-
being were gained by American elders, if they had an overall positive perception of civic 
engagement, they would consider such experiences beneficial and tend to continue their 
participation.  Similarly, two studies also revealed that American elders’ overall 
satisfaction with the program and their satisfied experiences with specific activities both 
contributed to the low likelihood of turnover as well as to high retention rates (Barron et 
al., 2009; Tang et al., 2010b). 
Social capital. Social capital is generally derived from “the processes between 
people which establish networks, norms and social trust and facilitate coordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit” (Cox, 1995, p. 15).  From this point of view, four factors 
that affected American elders’ civic engagement come under the umbrella of social 
capital, including social networks, social interactions, reciprocal altruism, and a sense of 
belonging.  American elders who had social networks of a larger size volunteered more 
frequently than those with smaller networks.  The development and maintenance of social 
networks often served as significant motivations for volunteering among many American 
elders.  However, when it comes to family network size, more family members were 
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found to be associated with lower frequency and less likelihood of volunteering.  This 
kind of association may be explained by American elders’ family care work competing 
with formal civic activities.  In addition, social interactions also played an important part 
in American elders’ participation in civic activities.  Usually, American elders who more 
often interacted with other people reported higher frequencies of volunteering than those 
who did not.  Besides individual interactions, one study paid particular attention to 
community interactions and claimed that higher levels of satisfaction with community 
interactions led to a higher likelihood of volunteering among American elders (Ahn et al., 
2011).  Furthermore, two studies stated that a sense of belonging to a group, an 
organization, or a community increased American elders’ willingness to volunteer (Ahn, 
et al., 2011; Brown et al., 2011).  Finally, on a deeper level, reciprocal altruism was 
found to be the internal motivation that underpinned American elders’ volunteering and 
other types of civic engagement. 
Discussion, Implications, and Limitations 
Discussion of the Results 
Through systematic review and evaluation of existing empirical research, six 
themes and 28 factors related to American elders’ civic engagement were extracted and 
synthesized.  In general, the rates, frequencies, levels, time commitment, and perceived 
benefits of civic engagement varied across race/ethnicity, gender, age, marital status, 
educational levels, income levels, employment status, SES, and health status.  
Nevertheless, the included studies together basically implied that those who represented 
the advantaged groups in the older population (e.g., White, married, more-educated, 
employed, higher-income, higher SES, and more healthy) had better access to civic 
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activities and demonstrated higher levels of engagement than their disadvantaged 
counterparts.  Interestingly, it is the disadvantaged elders (e.g., Black, lower-income, 
less-educated, and less healthy) rather than the advantaged ones that gained more benefits 
from their participation in civic activities.  Here, the vulnerability and deprivation of 
disadvantaged group may be two possible reasons they perceived more engagement 
benefits.  On the one hand, the disadvantaged elders’ vulnerability may provide them 
with more room for improvement and therefore with more engagement benefits.  By 
contrast, possibly due to the ceiling effect, it may be difficult for certain programs to 
make the advantaged elders who already have superior status feel more improvement.  
For example, Barron and colleagues (2009) found that less healthy elders observed more 
health improvements like increased energy and strength through high-intensity 
volunteering, while their more healthy peers reported no greater or even less benefits 
from the same program.  On the other hand, owing to the deprivation, that is, lack of 
access to civic activities, the disadvantaged elders may cherish the scarce or hard-won 
engagement opportunities, be more willing to make a serious commitment, and thus tend 
to perceive higher levels of benefits compared to advantaged elders. 
Besides individual characteristics, various factors that related to concrete 
programs significantly influenced American elders’ civic engagement as well.  Among 
these factors, some were found to facilitate the recruitment and retention of American 
elders in the programs, whereas others were thought of as the major barriers to participate 
in civic activities.  Informed by the included studies, programs with the following 
characteristics are deemed to facilitate American elders’ initiation and maintenance of 
civic engagement: (1) there is a good fit between specific activities and participants’ 
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needs, skills, and interests.  For example, one study suggested that those who had 
generative desires demonstrated greater generative achievements by participating in 
intergenerational programs (Gruenewald et al., 2016); (2) the programs can provide 
participants with flexible roles, activities, and schedules.  Since older adults may have a 
variety of age-related limitations and social-economic disadvantages, it is very important 
to offer them a certain degree of flexibility so as to better support their engagement 
(Fesko, Hall, Quinlan, & Jockell, 2012); (3) there are sufficient training, supervision, and 
other on-going supports.  Appropriate organizational supports enable American elders to 
quickly get adjusted to the new tasks, to properly address any difficulties they encounter, 
and to make a real difference through civic engagement (CNCS, 2017a); and (4) the 
programs can offer both tangible and intangible rewards, which may to some extent 
compensate for American elders’ costs resulting from civic engagement and make them 
feel valued, significant, and appreciated.  Undoubtedly, the opposites of these 
characteristics become the main barriers to civic engagement for many American elders. 
Further, how American elders get access to and benefit from these programs play 
a critical role in their participation in civic activities.  As indicated in the included 
studies, engagement opportunities were more likely to be recognized by American elders 
when they have a strong desire for them.  Once they were aware of these opportunities, 
they tended to become engaged.  When it comes to the actual engagement, American 
elders were found to be more likely to stay in the programs if they gained some benefits 
and felt satisfied.  In terms of engagement benefits, the included studies did not only 
delineate the specific types of well-being such as physical, mental, and social well-being 
but also emphasized the overall state of mind like satisfaction and enjoyableness.  In turn, 
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such engagement benefits lead to American elders’ desires for continuing participation in 
the programs.  To string together all these findings, the included studies actually present 
an enclosed causal chain to explain American elders’ civic engagement: one’s desire for 
engagement — awareness of opportunities — actual action — positive outcomes — 
desire for ongoing engagement. 
Last but not least, social capital was found to be closely linked to American 
elders’ civic engagement as well.  In fact, the exploration of the relationship between 
social capital and civic engagement can be traced back to Robert D. Putnam’s (1993) 
classic analyses of civic traditions in Italy.  As Putnam (2000) further discovered, the 
building of social capital also helped to foster civic engagement among American 
citizens.  Here, the primary results from included studies are consistent with Putnam’s 
findings.  More specifically, this review identified four factors that are key components 
of social capital and had an impact on American elders’ participation in civic activities, 
including social networks, social interactions, reciprocal altruism, and sense of belonging.  
These factors usually serve as facilitators of American elders’ civic engagement.  
However, additional informal responsibilities like family caregiving may result from 
enlarged social networks and increased social interactions and therefore prevent 
American elders from participating in formal civic activities (Myers et al., 2013).  In 
addition, although the effects of reciprocal altruism and sense of belonging on American 
elders’ civic engagement are rarely empirically examined, the theoretical explanations of 
such association can often be found in the existing literature (Achenbaum, 2006-2007; 
Carlton-LaNey, 2006-2007). 
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Implications for Formal Organizations 
The extraction and clarification of factors affecting American elders’ civic 
engagement may be useful for relevant formal organizations.  Firstly, the primary 
findings with regard to the effects of socio-demographic factors and health status on 
American elders’ civic engagement reveal the social stratification among the older 
population.  The advantaged elders had more participation opportunities and higher 
engagement levels, but perceived less benefits, while just the reverse was observed for 
disadvantaged elders.  As a result, with a view to increasing the advantaged elders’ 
engagement benefits as well as to extending participation opportunities for disadvantaged 
elders, formal organizations need to enhance their capacity for group-centered planning.  
For instance, according to the specific characteristics and needs of both advantaged and 
disadvantaged groups, formal organizations should be able to design and develop group-
centered programs that include different intensities of tasks and stratified benefits.  
Furthermore, in order to increase the participation opportunities for disadvantaged elders, 
formal organizations should not only commit themselves to the provision of open access 
to engagement but also enhance their ability to stand up for disadvantaged elders and 
advocate for more resources directed toward inclusive engagement. 
Secondly, given that program characteristics were found to play a crucial part in 
engaging American elders, it is very important for formal organizations to improve their 
abilities to design, develop, and implement programs that are attractive to American 
elders and can maximize their engagement benefits.  To achieve these goals, the 
organizations first may need to perform a comprehensive assessment of participants 
through focus groups, discover and identify their interests, strengths, skills, and talents, 
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and then incorporate all the information to create a human resources inventory.  Such an 
inventory should serve as the foundation of program design and management to ensure a 
good match between participants and programs.  Moreover, when implementing and 
managing the programs, the organizations should be able to allow for great flexibility, to 
provide adequate supports, to acknowledge participants’ achievement, and to arrange 
necessary recognition events.  One study indicated that these organizational 
characteristics were associated with increased commitment levels and greater 
socioemotional benefits among American elders (Tang et al, 2010a). 
Thirdly, the above enclosed causal chain describing the continuous civic 
engagement of American elders may inform formal organizations about the importance 
of marketing abilities, participant empowerment, and behavior reinforcement.  To 
illustrate, American elders’ desire for civic engagement can by stimulated by appropriate 
marketing campaigns.  Consequently, the organizations need to be equipped with 
necessary marketing knowledge and skills so that they can employ effective marketing 
strategies to advertise their programs with an emphasis on engagement benefits.  Word of 
mouth, selective media, and mass media are three effective marketing methods suggested 
by included studies to attract and recruit American elders (Tan et al., 2010).  
Additionally, the organizations may need to offer some opportunities and activities that 
enable American elders to reflect on the benefits they have gained from the programs and 
on the impact they have made on others, their communities, and larger society.  Such 
reflections can empower American elders as proactive forces in reshaping people’s lives 
and propelling positive changes, which further encourage them to engage more actively 
with the programs.  What is more, from the strengths perspective, the organizations 
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should always be able to see the strengths and growth of American elders during their 
participation in the programs and to use appropriate rewards and recognition to reinforce 
their engagement. 
Finally, the association between social capital and civic engagement suggests that 
formal organizations should promote relationship-building and social connectedness 
among American elders and foster their sense of altruism, reciprocity, and solidarity.  To 
be clear, the organizations need to improve their communication and leadership skills so 
that they can effectively manage participants’ relationships, address any conflicts in an 
appropriate manner, help build mutual trust between participants, and facilitate their 
connectedness and interactions beyond the programs.  Furthermore, based on mutual 
trust, the organizations should be able to enhance participants’ sense of belonging, clarify 
the reciprocal norms and exchanges, and encourage participants to engage in altruistic 
actions through a variety of activities and reflections. 
Limitations of this Review 
There are several limitations of this review.  First of all, due to time constraints 
and language restrictions, the current review focused exclusively on published, English-
language studies, which may not rule out the publication and linguistic bias.  Secondly, 
even though the author double-checked all data extraction, coding, and synthesis and 
discussed any uncertainty with her doctoral committee in a timely manner, it is still 
difficult to avoid reviewer bias because of the single-reviewer format.  Thirdly, this 
review did not present any structural factors associated with American elders’ civic 
engagement.  This may quite possibly be because there are more of conceptual, logical 
analyses than empirical evidence in the existing literature due to the methodological 
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challenges to empirically studying the impact of social and political structures on 
American elders’ civic engagement.  Given the priori inclusion criteria, this review 
focused only on empirical studies and therefore missed the structural factors derived from 
conceptual articles.  Despite these limitations, this review can serve as a reliable source 
for formal organizations to develop needed competencies to capture the effects of 
aforementioned factors and thus better accommodate and engage the growing number of 
American elders. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
DEVELOPMENT AND VALIDATION OF AN ORGANIZATIONAL COMPETENCY 
SCALE (OCS) FOR ELDER CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PROGRAMS 
Background 
Owing to improved health, increased longevity, enhanced education, and more 
income, today’s American elders are being increasingly seen as active contributors to 
society rather than unwanted burdens.  They can help address urgent social needs through 
a wide range of civic activities such as political participation, social connectedness, 
lifelong learning, community services, volunteer work, and encore career (Cullinane, 
2008; Hinterlong & Williamson, 2006-2007).  In turn, American elders’ active 
engagement in civic activities has also been found beneficial to their physical, mental, 
and social well-being (Brown et al., 2011; Li & Ferraro, 2006; Van Willigen, 2000).  
Because of this win-win scenario, it is not surprising that more and more American elders 
are now being called upon to participate in various civic activities.  Given the burgeoning 
older population in the U.S., all types of formal organizations are expected to play a 
pivotal role in accommodating and engaging the very large and growing number of 
American elders through structured programs.  However, one of the major challenges 
facing formal organizations nowadays is that they need to rebuild their competencies to 
respond to the new demands of today’s American elders as well as of society as a whole 
(Harvard School of Public Health & MetLife Foundation, 2004). 
Although the significance of developing the organizational competencies to better 
engage American elders has already been recognized among scholars, there are very few 
studies, if any, that empirically investigate American elders’ civic engagement from such 
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a perspective.  To fill the research gap, this pilot study specifically developed and 
validated an Organizational Competency Scale (OCS) with elder civic engagement 
programs in the State of Texas.  Here, American elders’ civic engagement refers to their 
participation in civic activities that occur through organizational settings, which benefits 
individuals, communities, and society at large.  Organizational competencies are defined 
as a formal organization’s abilities to empower American elders to get involved in 
activities organized under its civic engagement programs.  Four major research questions 
were addressed in the study: (1) What are the main characteristics of elder civic 
engagement programs and their sponsoring organizations? (2) What is the overall factor 
structure of the OCS? (3) What is the internal consistency reliability of the OCS? and (4) 
What is the criterion-related validity of the OCS?  Based on the development, validation, 
and modification of the OCS, practical applications to pertinent organizations and future 
research directions were further described and discussed. 
Literature Review 
The importance of American elders’ civic engagement has been increasingly 
stressed over the past decades, especially since the 2005 White House Conference on 
Aging in which it was selected as a featured topic of discussion (Morrow-Howell & 
Freedman, 2006-2007; O’Neill, 2006-2007).  So far, great efforts have been made to help 
leverage American elders’ participation in civic activities.  For example, both the 
Gerontological Society of America and the American Society of Aging launched 
initiatives in 2004 to advance theory, research, and practice that addressed civic 
engagement in an older America (Cullinane, 2006-2007).  In this context, today’s 
American elders, particularly baby boomers are, unsurprisingly, becoming active 
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contributors to society through vital engagement in civic activities.  They have produced 
an invaluable windfall for needy individuals and communities (Freedman, 2002).  As of 
early 2017, for instance, approximately 243,500 Americans aged 55 and older served 
about 74.6 million hours to meet the needs of 288,800 children, 649,820 elders, and 
332,100 veterans through three Senior Corps programs (CNCS, 2017b). 
The positive effects of American elders’ civic engagement have been well-
documented.  A substantial body of literature indicates that American elders’ civic 
engagement is beneficial to themselves (Githens, 2007; Morrow-Howell et al., 2003; 
Parisi et al., 2014), to others (Rebok et al., 2004), to communities (Carlton-LaNey, 2006-
2007; Morrow-Howell et al., 2009), and to society at large (Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008; 
Halvorsen & Emerman, 2013).  What is more, a set of factors that influence American 
elders’ civic engagement have also been identified, including demographic characteristics 
(Ahn, Phillips, Smith, & Ory, 2011), health indicators (Banerjee, Perry, Tran, & Arafat, 
2010), socioeconomic status (Tang, 2008), resource possession (Carr, 2009), engagement 
patterns (Hinterlong, 2008), and structural factors (Martinson & Minkler, 2006). 
Based on explorations of the significance, current status, positive outcomes, and 
influencing factors of American elders’ civic engagement, a number of insightful 
strategies have been put forth to help increase older adults’ participation in civic 
activities.  These strategies include advocating for policy changes (Gomperts, 2006-
2007), building community infrastructures (Henkin & Zapf, 2006-2007), expanding 
corporate retiree volunteer programs (Gonyea & Googins, 2006-2007), promoting 
organizational development (McBride, 2006-2007), and recruiting helping professionals 
(Anderson & Dabelko-Schoeny, 2010).  Most of these strategies were theoretically 
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proposed and have not been empirically studied.  Nonetheless, recognizing the crucial 
role of formal organizations in institutionalizing American elders’ civic engagement, 
several scholars have focused attention on evidence-based strategies at the organizational 
level.  Existing studies are mainly concerned with how formal organizations can be well 
prepared to attract, recruit, and retain older adults in their programs (Evans & Carnegie, 
2009; Sellon, 2014; Morrow-Howell et al., 2009; Tang, Morrow-Howell, & Hong, 
2009b).  For example, according to a two-wave study of 253 American elders from 10 
volunteer programs, Tang et al. (2010a) found that organizational supports like provision 
of flexible activities, appropriate training, and other ongoing supports were positively 
associated with volunteer commitment and socioeconomic benefits.  Therefore, these 
supports could serve as a significant facilitator for volunteer recruitment and retention.  
Likewise, using data from the Current Population Survey, Tang and Morrow-Howell 
(2008) investigated how American elders accessed organizational volunteer roles and 
suggested that voluntary organizations should clearly publicize their program goals, 
disseminate relevant information in a timely manner, reach out to potential participants 
directly, and use current participants to recruit potential ones.  In this way, voluntary 
organizations would be able to provide American elders with greater access to their 
programs. 
Besides the concrete strategies at the organizational level, several scholars who 
are primarily from the Center for Social Development at Washington University in St. 
Louis proposed an institutional capacity perspective to study American elders’ civic 
engagement (Morrow-Howell & Greenfield, 2012; Sherraden et al., 2001; Tang et al., 
2009b).  As they explain, institutional capacities refer to “the abilities of businesses, non-
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profit organizations, educational institutions, and religious organizations to engage older 
adults” (Morrow-Howell & Greenfield, 2012, p. 47) and encompass five basic 
dimensions, that is, expectations, access, information, facilitation, and incentives 
(McBride, 2006-2007).  More specifically, Hong and colleagues (2009) collected data 
from 51 program directors across the nation and revealed an eight-factor Institutional 
Competency Scale, including role specification, role flexibility, skill development, cash 
compensation, role recognition, dissemination, accommodation, and integration.  In 
addition, Tang and her colleagues (2009a) investigated 374 older participants from 13 
volunteer programs and concluded that institutional facilitation that was measured by role 
flexibility, compensation, and recognition should be enhanced to ensure inclusive 
engagement opportunities for older adults from diverse backgrounds, especially for those 
who had low socio-economic status. 
A review of the literature on American elders’ civic engagement shows that there 
has been mounting research on civic engagement as a behavior or action per se, including 
its significance, current status, positive outcomes, and influencing factors.  Yet, very few 
researchers have examined the external mechanisms like organizational development 
which facilitate such behavior or action.  A small number of scholars have proposed an 
institutional capacity perspective and empirically explored organizational-level strategies 
for increasing older adults’ civic engagement.  However, there are still at least two 
limitations of these studies.  On the one hand, the Institutional Capacity Scale primarily 
measures concrete organizational arrangements and does not evaluate an organization’s 
abilities to address relevant affairs at multiple levels other than the organizational level.  
On the other hand, the institutional capacity perspective was only tested with voluntary 
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organizations and was applied to American elders’ volunteerism.  Other types of formal 
organizations and civic activities such as educational institutions and lifelong learning 
have not yet been investigated from the institutional capacity perspective.  To overcome 
these shortcomings, this pilot study developed the OCS to comprehensively measure the 
organizational competencies at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels.  Also, the OCS was 
used to collect data from different organizations that offered various activities other than 
volunteering.  
Methods 
Participants 
In order to develop and test the OCS with elder civic engagement programs, a 
pilot study was conducted in the State of Texas.  Because purposive sampling is thought 
to be very useful for exploratory research and instrument pretesting (Rubin & Babbie, 
2008), it was employed in this study to obtain potential participants.  To be specific, three 
eligibility criteria were used to screen and identify pertinent programs: (1) the program 
was developed, implemented, and managed by a formal organization, (2) its primary goal 
was to engage Texans aged 55 and over in civic activities, and (3) these activities were 
organized on a regular rather than a sporadic basis.  The directors or coordinators of 
identified programs were invited to participate in a questionnaire survey that aimed to 
assess their organizational competencies and program outcomes.  Through Google’s web 
search and Facebook’s public search, 152 elder civic engagement programs were 
identified.  Nonetheless, only 32 program directors or coordinators agreed to participate 
and completed the questionnaires.  Thus, the response rate for this study was 21%. 
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Procedure 
The pilot study was approved by the Indiana University Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) on November 11, 2016.  After obtaining IRB approval, the author contacted 
the potential participants via email, Facebook, and phone call between November 2016 
and March 2017.  Study participants were informed about the purpose and procedures of 
the study, about the risks and benefits of participation, and about the assurance of 
confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation.  Both online and paper-based 
questionnaires were used.  The author delivered the survey link to the potential 
participants via email and Facebook in November 2016 and then sent the first, second, 
and third follow-up messages to non-respondents in December 2016, February 2017, and 
March 2017, respectively.  As requested by one participant who preferred to fill out a 
paper questionnaire, a hard copy of the survey and a stamped envelope were mailed to 
him via the U.S. postal service.  At the end of March 2017, the data collection was 
completed.  In total, 31 participants submitted their responses online and one participant 
returned his questionnaire by postal mail. 
Measures (See Appendix D) 
Organization and program characteristics. Nine items were used to gather 
basic organization and program information.  Among these items, five were concerned 
with the organization’s location, type of organization (e.g., government agency, 
educational organization, or social service organization), level of organization (e.g., local, 
statewide, or national level), financial nature of the organization (e.g., for-profit or non-
profit), and sources of income of the organization (e.g., membership fees, sales of goods 
and services, government funding, and donations from individuals and corporations).  
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Another four items were about the goals of the elder civic engagement program, the types 
and frequency of activities organized under the program, and the involvement of social 
workers in the development and management of the program. 
Organizational Competency Scale. Informed by the existing literature, a 31-
item, five-point Likert-type measurement tool called the Organizational Competency 
Scale (OCS) was developed by the author to measure the organizational competencies at 
the micro, mezzo, and macro levels.  Participants were asked to read through all items 
and circle the number that best applied to them (1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Occasionally, 
4 = Often, and 5 = Always).  The micro-level organizational competencies were 
evaluated with 13 items, which inquired about the assessment of older participants’ 
needs, difficulties, strengths, and experiences, about the application of assessment results 
to activity design and management, about the provision of training and supervision for 
older participants, and about the tolerance of different paths towards successful aging.  
For the mezzo-level organizational competencies, eight items were constructed to 
evaluate the program staff’s frequency of diversity training, their cultural competence, 
and the integration of diversity into organizational practices.  Ten items were used to 
assess macro-level organizational competencies.  These items were about the program 
staff’s abilities to identify and explain structural barriers to older participants, to advocate 
for greater provision of engagement opportunities and supporting resources, to cooperate 
with other stakeholders to disseminate and expand engagement opportunities, and to 
make older participants’ potential and contributions visible to their communities. 
Outcomes of elder civic engagement programs. Ten five-point Likert items 
were constructed to evaluate the outcomes of elder civic engagement programs.  
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Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with the 10 items, with response 
choices ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).  These items described 
the achievement of program goals; the inclusion of diverse older adults; a fit between 
older participants and organized activities; older participants’ regular commitments to 
these activities; the retention of older participants in the program; the positive effects of 
the program on older adults, neighborhood residents, and communities; the provision of 
greater access to social resources and opportunities; and the attainment of social approval 
and recognition. 
Data Analysis 
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for data analysis.  
First of all, descriptive analyses were run to delineate the main characteristics of elder 
civic engagement programs and their sponsoring organizations.  Secondly, separate 
exploratory factor analyses were performed to empirically derive factors within each 
organizational competency subscale and thus to generate an overall factor structure of the 
OCS.  Thirdly, Cronbach’s alphas were computed to check the internal consistency 
reliability for each subscale and for the entire scale before and after the deletion of certain 
items.  Finally, hierarchical regression analyses were performed to test the criterion-
related validity of the OCS.  The summary score of the OCS was used to predict the 
outcomes of elder civic engagement programs. 
Results 
Organization and Program Characteristics 
Table 5 presents the main characteristics of organizations and programs 
participating in this pilot study.  Among these organizations, 62.5% (n = 20) were at the 
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local level, 28.1% (n = 9) at the statewide level, and 9.4% (n = 3) at the national level.  
Just over one-third of the organizations were social service organizations (n = 11, 34.4%) 
and the same proportion were recreational organizations (n = 11, 34.4%).  A quarter of 
the organizations were government agencies (n = 8, 25.0%) and only one was an 
educational organization (n = 1, 3.1%).  The majority of organizations (n = 30, 93.8%) 
were non-profit and none defined themselves as for-profit organizations.  Almost all of 
the organizations had multiple sources of income such as sales of goods and services (n = 
17, 53.1%), membership fees (n = 15, 46.9%), government funding (n = 14, 43.8%), 
donations from individuals (n = 7, 21.9%) and corporations (n = 3, 9.4%), and funds from 
charitable foundations (n = 3, 9.4%).   
When it comes to specific programs offered by the sponsoring organizations, the 
most frequently reported program goals were enriching older adults’ later lives (n = 28, 
87.5%), followed by maintaining older adults’ connectedness to social networks (n = 26, 
81.3%), helping older adults achieve self-actualization through paid or unpaid work (n = 
16, 50.0%), addressing an urgent social problem or issue (n = 15, 46.9%), and 
maintaining optimal physical (n = 14, 43.8%) and cognitive (n = 14, 43.8%) function of 
older adults.  In order to achieve these goals, eight types of civic activities were often 
organized, including recreational activities (n = 22, 68.8%), social connectedness (n = 22, 
68.8%), volunteering (n = 18, 56.3%), community services (n = 15, 46.9%), encore work 
(n = 10, 31.3%), cultural activities (n = 10, 31.3%), lifelong learning (n = 8, 25.0%), and 
political advocacy (n = 2, 6.3%).  These activities were organized on a regular basis  ̶  
40.6% (n = 13) of the programs organized their activities from Monday to Friday, 37.5% 
(n = 12) once or twice a month, and 18.8% (n = 6) once or twice a week.   
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Table 5. Organization and Program Characteristics (N = 32) 
Characteristics f % 
Level of Organization   
Local level 20 62.5 
Statewide level 9 28.1 
National level 3 9.4 
Type of Organization   
Recreational organization 11 34.4 
Social service organization 11 34.4 
Government agency  8 25.0 
Educational organization 1 3.1 
Financial Nature of the Organization   
Non-profit 30 93.8 
For-profit 0 0.0 
Sources of Income of the Organization   
Sales of goods and services 17 53.1 
Membership fees 15 46.9 
Government funding 14 43.8 
Donations from individuals 7 21.9 
Funds from charitable foundations 3 9.4 
Donations from corporations 3 9.4 
Goals of Elder Civic Engagement Program   
Enriching older adults’ later lives 28 87.5 
Maintaining older adults’ connectedness to social networks 26 81.3 
Helping older adults achieve self-actualization 16 50.0 
Addressing an urgent social problem or issue 15 46.9 
Maintaining optimal physical function of older adults 14 43.8 
Maintaining optimal cognitive function of older adults 14 43.8 
Engaging older adults in lifelong learning 3 9.4 
Types of Activities Organized under the Program   
Recreational activities 22 68.8 
Social connectedness 22 68.8 
Volunteering 18 56.3 
Community services 15 46.9 
Encore work 10 31.3 
Cultural activities 10 31.3 
Lifelong learning 8 25.0 
Political advocacy 2 6.3 
Frequency of Activities Organized under the Program   
Daily (Workday) 13 40.6 
Once or twice a week 6 18.8 
Once or twice a month  12 37.5 
73 
 
 
 
Factor Structure of the OCS 
Separate factor analyses were conducted for the three-level organizational 
competency subscales.  To begin with, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measures of 
sampling adequacy for the micro-level, mezzo-level, and macro-level organizational 
competencies were .609, .667, and .732, respectively.  Also, the Bartlett’s tests of 
sphericity were statistically significant for the three-level organizational competencies 
(micro-level: χ2 = 276.554, df = 78, p < .05; mezzo-level: χ2 = 110.796, df = 21, p < .05; 
macro-level: χ2 = 160.765, df = 28, p < .05).  Generally, the KMO value greater than .50 
and the significant value of Bartlett’s test less than .05 indicate that the data are 
acceptable for factor analysis (Verma, 2013).  Therefore, it was appropriate to perform 
factor analyses on the data collected from this pilot study.  More specifically, principal 
component analysis was used as the extraction method and orthogonal varimax was used 
as the rotation method.  The missing data were replaced with the mean.   
According to the preliminary factor analyses, no items were deleted from the 
micro-level organizational competency subscale.  However, for the mezzo-level 
organizational competency subscale, one item (Did the program staff work hard to recruit 
older adults from diverse backgrounds in the past 12 months?) was removed from the 
final analysis because it loaded on two factors with the same absolute value of the 
loadings (Factor 1: .483; Factor 2: -.483).  In addition, two items (Did the program staff 
empower older participants to use their available resources to overcome some structural 
constraints in the past 12 months? and Did the program staff demonstrate good 
fundraising ability to support the development and implementation of your program in 
the past 12 months?) were deleted from the macro-level organizational competency 
74 
 
 
 
subscale due to their low communalities (the former item: .249; the latter item: .195).  
Finally, items with factor loadings above .40 and factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 
were retained.   
Based on factor analyses, a three-factor solution was generated for the micro-level 
organizational competency subscale (See Table 6).  The first factor entitled “client 
discovery with support” included six items, had an eigenvalue of 4.555, and explained 
35.04% of the variance.  Usually, the factor loading with an absolute value less than .30 
is considered as being low, between .30 and .50 as being moderate, and more than .50 as 
being high (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2015).  Thus, the six items had high factor 
loadings, ranging from .636 to .941.  The second factor named “client-centered planning 
and management” encompassed four items, had an eigenvalue of 2.494, and accounted 
for 19.18% of the variance.  The factor loadings of the four items ranged from -.697 
to .734.  The third factor entitled “client assessment and training” contained three items, 
had an eigenvalue of 2.290, and explained 17.61% of the variance.  The three items had 
high factor loadings, ranging from .800 to .859.  In total, 71.84% of the variance was 
accounted for by these three factors.  
Table 6. Three-Factor Solution for the Micro-Level Organizational Competencies 
Factor Item Factor Loading 
Factor 1: 
Client 
Discovery 
with 
Support 
(6 Items) 
 
 
 
 
 Did the program staff help older participants use 
their own strengths to maximize the engagement 
benefits in the past 12 months? 
.941 
 Did the program staff help older participants use 
their own strengths to address the difficulty in 
engaging organized activities in the past 12 months? 
.903 
 Did the program staff discuss with older participants 
about a possible path towards successful aging that 
might most suitable for them in the past 12 months? 
.846 
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Table 6. (Cont’d) 
Factor Item Factor Loading 
Factor 1 
(Cont’d) 
 Did the program staff talk with older participants 
about their unique experiences of aging in the past 
12 months? 
.807 
 
 Did the program staff provide continuous 
supervision to facilitate older participants’ 
completion of activities in the past 12 months? 
.705 
 Did the program staff investigate older 
participants’ difficulty in engaging organized 
activities in the past 12 months? 
.636 
Eigenvalue  4.555 
% of variance  35.041 
Factor 2: 
Client-
Centered 
Planning 
and 
Management 
(4 Items) 
 Is a disengaged later lifestyle respected and 
embraced by your program? 
.734 
 Did the program staff design and organize 
activities according to older participants’ unique 
experiences of aging in the past 12 months? 
-.705 
 Did the program staff address any issues or 
concerns raised by older participants about the 
organized activities in a timely manner in the past 
12 months? 
.698 
 Did the program staff design and organize 
activities according to the engagement needs of 
older participants in the past 12 months? 
-.697 
Eigenvalue 2.494 
% of variance 19.181 
Factor 3: 
Client 
Assessment 
and 
Training 
(3 Items) 
 Did the program staff assess the engagement 
needs of older participants in the past 12 months? 
.859 
 Did the program staff provide the necessary 
training for older participants in the past 12 
months? 
.802 
 Did the program staff evaluate older participants’ 
perceived benefits of engaging in organized 
activities in the past 12 months? 
.800 
Eigenvalue  2.290 
% of variance 17.614 
Cumulative % 71.835 
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For the mezzo-level organizational competency subscale, a two-factor solution 
was generated (See Table 7).  The first factor, integration of diverse groups, included four 
items, had an eigenvalue of 3.352, and explained 47.88% of the variance.  The four items 
had high factor loadings, ranging from .801 to .926.  The second factor, promotion of 
adaptation between groups, contained three items, had an eigenvalue of 1.656, and 
explained 23.66% of the variance.  The three items had high factor loadings, ranging 
from .525 to .844.  The two factors together accounted for 71.54% of the variance.  
Table 7. Two-Factor Solution for the Mezzo-Level Organizational Competencies 
Factor Item Factor Loading 
Factor 1: 
Integration 
of Diverse 
Groups 
(4 Items) 
 
 
 
 
 Did the program staff purposely assign older 
participants of different backgrounds to the same 
activity tasks in the past 12 months? 
.926 
 Did the program staff work hard to help diverse 
older participants integrate into the same activity 
groups in the past 12 months? 
.851 
 Did the program staff design and organize activities 
that balanced the needs of diverse older participants 
in the past 12 months? 
.826 
 Did the program staff obtain proper training about 
how to work with older adults from diverse 
backgrounds in the past 12 months? 
.801 
Eigenvalue  3.352 
% of variance  47.881 
Factor 2: 
Promotion 
of 
Adaptation 
between 
Groups 
(3 Items) 
 Did the program staff demonstrate cultural 
competency when working with diverse older 
participants in the past 12 months? 
.844 
 Were the program staff able to cope with conflicts 
among older adults of diverse backgrounds in the 
past 12 months? 
.735 
 Did the program staff provide diverse older 
participants with an opportunity to share their civic 
engagement experiences with each other in the past 
12 months? 
.525 
Eigenvalue  1.656 
% of variance 23.655 
Cumulative % 71.536 
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Two-factor solution was generated for the macro-level organizational competency 
subscale (See Table 8).  The first factor entitled “integration of resources to address the 
structural constraints” contained five items, had an eigenvalue of 4.113, and explained 
51.42% of the variance.  The five items had high factor loadings, ranging from .819 
to .867.  The second factor named “promotion of social recognition and social justice” 
included three items, had an eigenvalue of 1.905, and accounted for 23.82% of the 
variance.  It had two items with high factor loadings of .780 and .864, respectively, and 
one item with moderate factor loading of .439.  The combination of these two factors 
explained 75.24% of the total variance.   
Table 8. Two-Factor Solution for the Macro-Level Organizational Competencies 
Factor  Item Factor Loading 
Factor 1: 
Integration of 
Resources to 
Address the 
Structural 
Constraints 
(5 Items) 
 Did the program staff help older 
participants learn about the structural 
constraints that limited their civic 
engagement opportunities in the past 12 
months? 
.867 
 Did the program staff work with older 
participants to advocate for the provision 
of more resources to overcome the 
structural barriers in the past 12 months? 
.828 
 Did the program staff use the mass media 
to disseminate elder civic engagement 
opportunities offered by your program in 
the past 12 months? 
.826 
 Did the program staff investigate the 
structural barriers to civic engagement 
facing American elders in the past 12 
months? 
.819 
 Did the program staff work with other 
organizations and agencies to disseminate 
elder civic engagement opportunities 
offered by your program in the past 12 
months?  
.819 
Eigenvalue  4.113 
% of variance 51.418 
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Table 8. (Cont’d) 
Factor  Item Factor Loading 
Factor 2: 
Promotion 
of Social 
Recognition 
and Social 
Justice 
(3 Items) 
 Did the program staff work hard to make older 
participants’ potential and contributions visible to 
their communities in the past 12 months? 
.864 
 Did the program staff establish good partnerships 
with other organizations and agencies to create 
inclusive civic engagement opportunities for older 
adults in the past 12 months? 
.780 
 Did the program staff advocate for the provision 
of equal civic engagement opportunities for older 
adults in the past 12 months? 
.439 
Eigenvalue  1.905 
% of variance  23.817 
Cumulative % 75.235 
 
Internal Consistency Reliability of the OCS 
Cronbach’s alphas were computed to check the internal consistency reliability for 
each subscale and for the entire scale.  As a general rule of thumb, a Cronbach’s alpha 
below .50 indicates low reliability, between .50 and .70 moderate reliability, between .71 
and .90 high reliability, and above .90 excellent reliability (Hinton, Brownlow, 
McMurray, & Cozens, 2004).  Table 9 presents a summary of the reliability tests before 
and after the deletion of invalid items identified by the factor analyses.  As mentioned 
above, all 13 items were retained for the micro-level organizational competency subscale.  
The reliability of this subscale was high, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .784.  For the 
mezzo-level organizational competency subscale, the Cronbach’s alpha was .794 before 
one item was deleted, indicating a high reliability of the subscale.  After one item was 
removed, the Cronbach’s alpha for this subscale increased to .806, showing a slight 
reliability improvement.  Similarly, the Cronbach’s alpha for the macro-level 
organizational competency subscale was .858 before two items were deleted.  After the 
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two items were removed, the reliability of this subscale was slightly improved, with a 
resulting Cronbach’s alpha of .877.  By and large, the Cronbach’s alphas for the entire 
scale were .927 and .928 before and after three items were deleted, respectively, which 
resulted in a scale of excellent reliability.  
Table 9. Internal Consistency Reliability of the OCS 
OCS Cronbach’s α before 
Items Deleted  
Cronbach’s α after 
Items Deleted 
Micro-Level Organizational 
Competencies  
.784 N/A 
Mezzo-Level Organizational 
Competencies 
.794 .806 
Macro-Level Organizational 
Competencies 
.858 .877 
Overall Organizational 
Competencies 
.927 .928 
 
Criterion-Related Validity of the OCS 
According to the previous factor analyses and reliability tests, the original 31-item 
OCS was reduced to a 28-item, seven-factor scale.  The criterion-related validity of the 
modified OCS was checked by examining its ability to predict the outcomes of elder civic 
engagement programs through hierarchical regression analysis.  Using a priori size 
calculator for hierarchical regression, the minimum sample size of 28 was required to 
achieve a power of .80, given a large effect size of .35 and a two-tailed alpha .50 (Abu-
Bader, 2016).  Thus, the sample size of this study was acceptable for hierarchical 
regression analysis.  To be specific, the OCS score was calculated as the summed score 
across the 28 items, with a possible score range from 28 to 140.  The program outcome 
score was calculated as the summed score across aforementioned 10 items, with a 
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possible score range from 10 to 50.  To investigate the unique contribution of the OCS, 
three variables with regard to the organization and program characteristics were added 
and controlled, that is, type of organization, level of organization, and frequency of 
activities organized under the program.   
As shown in Table 10, in the first step of the hierarchical regression analysis, the 
combination of the three controlled variables explained only 3.9% of the variance in 
program outcomes (R2 = .039).  After the OCS was included at the second step, the four 
variables together accounted for 24.1% of the variance in program outcomes (R2 = .241).  
The OCS alone contributed an additional 20.2% to the variance in program outcomes 
(ΔR2 = .202).  As indicated by the Sig. F change value (p < .05), this was a statistically 
significant contribution.  Furthermore, with a beta of .560 (p < .05), the OCS also 
emerged as a significant predictor of program outcomes.  In this sense, the OCS was a 
valid tool for determining the outcomes of elder civic engagement programs. 
Table 10. Hierarchical Regression Results 
 R R2 ΔR2 β t p 
Step 1 .197 .039     
Type of Organization    -.033 -.145 .886 
Level of Organization    -.158 -.791 .436 
Activity Frequency    .058 .269 .790 
Step 2 .490 .241 .202*    
Type of Organization    .294 1.226 .231 
Level of Organization    -.123 -.679 .503 
Activity Frequency     .071 .367 .716 
OCS    .560* 2.678 .012 
Note. Statistical significance: *p < .05.   
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Discussion, Implications, and Limitations 
Discussion of the Results 
Unlike previous studies that primarily focused on voluntary organizations and 
American elders’ volunteerism (Tang et al., 2010a; Tang, Morrow-Howell, & Choi, 
2010b), this pilot study encompassed various organizations and activities.  Four types of 
organizations participated in this study, including social service organizations, 
recreational organizations, government agencies, and educational organizations, most of 
which were at the local level.  Almost all of the organizations defined themselves as non-
profit organizations and had multiple sources of income such as membership fees, sales 
of goods and services, and government funding.  Notably, even though some 
organizations sold goods and services or charged membership fees, the non-profit nature 
was not changed because of their pursuit of collective goals (Weisbrod, 1988).  
Furthermore, these organizations provided American elders with all sorts of civic 
activities such as recreational activities, social connectedness, volunteering, community 
services, encore work, cultural activities, lifelong learning, and political advocacy, from 
which American elders benefited physically, mentally, and socially.  The inclusion of all 
types of civic activities in addition to volunteerism reflects the multiple dimensionality of 
American elders’ civic engagement. 
Based on the factor analyses, the original 31-item OCS was reduced to a 28-item, 
seven-factor scale.  The first three factors were related to the micro-level organizational 
competencies and thus focused on the provision of client-centered services.  The first 
factor, client discovery with support, included six items relating to the discovery of older 
participants’ previous aging experiences, current engagement conditions, and future path 
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towards successful aging.  In particular, the discovery of older participants’ current 
engagement conditions included engagement difficulties, strength-based difficulty 
solving, engagement with support (supervision), and maximization of engagement 
benefits.  The second factor, client-centered planning and management, had four items.  
Three of the items examined the program staff’s abilities to design and organize activities 
based on older participants’ unique needs and previous experiences as well as to address 
any concerns or issues raised by older participants in a timely manner.  These three items 
reflect a client-centered approach and therefore are closely linked to the second factor.  
The remaining item regarding the respect for disengaged later lifestyle seems irrelevant to 
the second factor.  But when the concept of respect for diversity is introduced here as an 
intermediate item, the connection between the remaining item and the second factor 
becomes evident.  As Corey (2011) claims, respect for all forms of diversity, clients’ 
values included, is a required quality for client-centered practitioners.  In this sense, 
respect for disengaged later lifestyle indicates the client-centered approach as well.  
Despite the goal of engaging American elders, organizational practitioners also need to 
respect disengaged later lifestyles, which helps them better understand and address the 
diverse needs of older participants.  The third factor, client assessment and training, 
encompassed three items.  These three items inquired about the program staff’s abilities 
to conduct the needs and outcome assessments and to offer necessary training for older 
participants. 
The fourth and fifth factors represented the mezzo-level organizational 
competencies that were primarily concerned with the program staff’s abilities to tackle 
the diversity issues within their programs.  The fourth factor, integration of diverse 
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groups, contained four items.  Given different demographic characteristics, socio-
economic status, and cultural backgrounds, the older population can be divided into 
demographically, socially, economically, or culturally stratified groups.  Hence, it is very 
important for organizational practitioners to develop relevant competencies and activities 
to promote understanding and respect for people from such diverse backgrounds 
(Zastrow, 2009).  The fourth factor addressed the program staff’s development of 
diversity competency through training and their endeavors to integrate different groups 
into the same activities to balance diverse needs and promote mutual understanding and 
benefits.  The fifth factor, promotion of adaptation between groups, had three items that 
examined how the program staff use their cultural competencies to address conflicts and 
enhance communications between diverse groups, which may further promote their 
mutual adaptation.  Conflict resolution and shared conversations are thought of as two 
effective ways to promote mutual adaptation and adjustment between diverse groups 
(Margerum, 2011). 
Last but not least, the sixth and seventh factors addressed macro-level 
organizational competencies.  The sixth factor, integration of resources to address the 
structural constraints, included five items.  Interestingly, these five items together 
reflected a process for addressing structural constraints.  In an ideal situation, the 
program staff first are expected to investigate the structural barriers facing American 
elders, help their older participants learn about these structural constraints, and then 
empower older participants to overcome these barriers and constraints.  Further, in order 
to remove the structural obstacles to civic engagement for potential participants, the 
program staff need to integrate the available resources like mass media and other 
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organizations to disseminate their engagement opportunities.  Hence, the sixth factor 
examined to what extent the program staff achieved this ideal situation.  The seventh 
factor, promotion of social recognition and social justice, contained three items.  It 
evaluated the program staff’s abilities to achieve two types of social outcomes: one 
stressed the social contributions made by older participants and the other focused on the 
creation of equal and inclusive opportunities for all American elders.  To sum up, the 
seven factors generated from the factor analyses were meaningful and could explain the 
organizational competencies at three different levels.  Further, the results of the reliability 
tests and hierarchical regression supported that the modified OCS was a reliable and valid 
scale and could be applied to predict the outcomes of elder civic engagement programs. 
Implications for Formal Organizations 
The OCS can be a useful tool to enhance the effectiveness of organizational 
practices aimed at increasing American elders’ participation in civic activities.  On the 
one hand, formal organizations can use the OCS as an assessment tool to evaluate their 
own abilities to engage American elders.  The OCS cannot only help them capture the 
overall competencies but also help them take a closer look at the competencies at three 
different levels.  Based on the assessment results, formal organizations are able to 
identify their strengths and areas for improvement.  As such, they can further find a clear 
direction for developing their competencies and enhancing their performance.  For 
example, if an organization got high scores on the mezzo-level and macro-level 
competency subscales but a low score on the micro-level competency subscale, it implied 
that this organization might need to spend more time with its older participants, to 
discover their needs, experiences, strengths, and difficulties, to create a good fit between 
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participants and its program, and finally to maximize the engagement benefits of 
participants. 
On the other hand, the OCS can serve as a quick-start guide for the organizational 
practices related to American elders’ civic engagement.  As indicated above, the OCS 
score was a significant predictor of the outcomes of elder civic engagement programs.  
Therefore, it is very important for formal organizations to increase the OCS scores to 
achieve better program outcomes.  One of the effective ways to help them get high OCS 
scores is to directly use the OCS as practice guidelines.  A unique feature of the OCS is 
that it covers organizational practices at three different levels.  At the micro-level, it 
basically requires practitioners to take a client-centered approach as well as a strengths 
perspective when working with older participants.  At the mezzo-level, it focuses on the 
integration of diversity into group work so as to address the different demands of diverse 
groups within the older population and then to enhance more open exchanges between 
different groups, especially between the disadvantaged and the advantaged.  At the 
macro-level, it requires practitioners to clearly understand the structural constraints that 
limit American elders’ civic engagement, to actively advocate for more opportunities and 
resources, and to effectively integrate available resources to achieve their program goals. 
Limitations of this Study and Future Research  
There are at least three limitations of this study.  First of all, the sample size of 
this study was acceptable but still small for factor analysis, which may threaten the 
correct estimation of the factor structure.  Also, with small samples, the resulting factor 
structure could be unstable and needs to be further cross-validated.  Secondly, the 
response rate for this study was only 21%, which may limit the generalizability of the 
86 
 
 
 
findings.  During the data collection, two kinds of incentives were used to increase the 
response rate, that is, a 1: 10 chance to win a $20 gift card and provision of a summary of 
survey results.  However, these incentives seemed not attractive enough to potential 
participants and only one participant was enrolled in the monetary raffle.  Two possible 
reasons may explain why potential participants were reluctant to take part in the survey: 
(1) the questionnaire contained a total of 51 items, which may be too long for potential 
participants; and (2) the chance of winning the $20 gift card was not high.  Thirdly, 
although the exploratory factor analysis was able to generate the overall factor structure 
of the OCS, it did not allow for a detailed specification of the relationships between 
observed variables and latent factors and for an accurate evaluation of the fit between the 
factor model and the observed data.   
In order to overcome the above drawbacks, additional research is needed.  
Although there is no consistent rule about the adequacy of sample size for factor analysis, 
a larger sample size usually generates a more stable factor structure.  As a result, more 
participants need to be recruited by improving the response rate and by extending the 
pilot study to other states or even the whole nation.  Several strategies may be used to 
improve the response rate such as increasing the chance to win a gift card, reducing the 
length of the questionnaire, and using the current participants to recruit potential ones.  In 
addition, a confirmatory factor analysis with a larger sample is needed to further test the 
stability of the seven-factor OCS and evaluate the overall fit of the structural model.  To 
sum up, the further development, validation, and application of the OCS will provide 
more robust evidence to help formal organizations evaluate and enhance their 
competencies to better accommodate and engage American elders.  As both a research kit 
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and a practical tool, the OCS cannot only inform the development of formal organizations 
but also enable American elders to contribute to society through structured programs. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
CONCLUSIONS 
Summary of the Two Inquiries 
The U.S. has been experiencing considerable growth in its older population in 
recent decades, especially since 2011 when the leading edge of the baby boom generation 
started to turn age 65.  The rapid population aging has posed a variety of challenges to 
American society such as an increased burden on the working-age population, a growing 
pressure on the Social Security system, inevitable labor and skills shortages, and more 
demands for health and long-term care services.  In this context, the promotion of civic 
engagement among American elders has emerged as a promising strategy to address these 
kinds of challenges and reduce the adverse effects of population aging.  The proponents 
of civic engagement believe that today’s American elders are much healthier, better 
educated, and more financially secure and live longer than their previous cohorts.  Hence, 
they are well-positioned to contribute to the solving of social problems caused by 
population aging and other trends through vital engagement in civic activities (Cullinane, 
2008; Freedman, 2006-2007; Hinterlong & Williamson, 2006-2007).  In particular, all 
types of formal organizations like government agencies, non-profit organizations, and 
for-profit corporations are expected to play a leading role in institutionalizing American 
elders’ civic engagement through their programs.  However, because of the structural lag 
between social changes and organizational practices, many formal organizations are not 
ready to accommodate and engage the vast and growing number of older adults (Harvard 
School of Public Health & MetLife Foundation, 2004).  What is worse, there are very few 
studies, if any, that empirically investigate American elders’ civic engagement from the 
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perspective of organizational development and offer research-informed, evidence-based 
strategies to help formal organizations develop needed competencies to better engage 
older adults. 
To fill the current research gaps, the above two inquiries focus on the holistic 
development of organizational competencies to increase older adults’ participation in 
civic activities.  The first inquiry is a mixed methods systematic literature review that 
included 19 quantitative studies, two qualitative studies, and one mixed methods study.  It 
aims to extract and synthesize a set of factors that affect American elders’ civic 
engagement based on the evidence from 22 empirical studies.  Using two different quality 
assessment tools developed by the author, 68.2% (n = 15) of included studies were rated 
as being of moderate quality and 31.8% (n = 7) as being of high quality.  Therefore, all of 
the 22 studies were included in the final synthesis.  Through meta-summary, six themes 
and 28 factors related to American elders’ civic engagement were generated.  To be 
specific, the first theme, socio-demographic factors, contained eight factors, that is, 
race/ethnicity, gender, age, education, income, SES, marital status, and employment 
status.  The second theme, health status was measured by four indicators, including 
physical health, functional limitations, mental health, and overall health.  The third 
theme, program characteristics, also encompassed four components, that is, activity 
types, activity arrangements, organizational supports, and rewards/incentives.  The fourth 
theme, engagement opportunities, included three factors: desire for engagement, 
awareness of opportunities, and being provided with opportunities.  The fifth theme, 
engagement outcomes, focused on five aspects, including physical, mental, and social 
wellbeing, overall perceived benefits, and satisfaction with the program.  The sixth 
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theme, social capital, contained four components, that is, social networks, social 
interactions, reciprocal altruism, and sense of belonging.  According to the primary 
findings of included studies, American elders’ motivation for, access to, levels of, 
benefits of, and withdrawal from civic engagement were significantly influenced by the 
28 factors.  Consequently, formal organizations are advised to take these factors into 
account when designing, developing, implementing, and managing the elder civic 
engagement programs.  More importantly, they need to develop pertinent competencies 
to maximize the beneficial effects of facilitating factors and minimize the adverse impact 
of obstructive factors. 
The second inquiry is a pilot study in the State of Texas, which aims to develop 
and validate an Organizational Competency Scale (OCS) for elder civic engagement 
programs.  From a holistic organizational competency perspective, the OCS was 
developed by the author to comprehensively measure the organizational competencies at 
the micro, mezzo, and macro levels.  In total, 32 formal organizations participated in the 
pilot study, most of which were local non-profit organizations and implemented their 
programs on a regular basis.  There were four types of organizations, including 
recreational organizations, social service organizations, government agencies, and an 
educational organization.  Based on the factor analyses of data collected from these 
organizations, the original 31-item OCS was reduced to a 28-item, seven-factor scale.  
The derived seven factors were client discovery with support, client-centered planning 
and management, client assessment and training, integration of diverse groups, promotion 
of adaptation between groups, integration of resources to address the structural 
constraints, and promotion of social recognition and social justice.  Further, the findings 
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from the reliability tests and hierarchical regression analysis supported the reliability and 
criterion-related validity of the OCS.  As a reliable and valid tool, the OCS can be used 
by formal organizations to evaluate the current competencies, identify areas for 
improvement, and find future directions for organizational development.  The OCS can 
also serve as practice guidelines to help organizational practitioners integrate available 
resources within the multi-level systems to better engage and serve older participants. 
Implications for Social Work 
Social work profession has long been concerned with the well-being of vulnerable 
populations such as children, women, and elders.  Hence, it is not surprising that social 
workers pay particular attention to American elders’ civic engagement, which has been 
proven beneficial for the physical, mental, and social well-being of older adults (Brown 
et al., 2011; Li & Ferraro, 2006; Van Willigen, 2000).  By actively participating in civic 
activities, American elders can help address urgent human needs and promote social 
development, which is consistent with the objectives of social work as well.  There is 
little doubt that social workers have an important role to play in increasing American 
elders’ participation in civic activities.  Anderson and Dabelko-Schoeny (2010) 
specifically call for the involvement of social workers in developing, implementing, and 
evaluating interventions that expand civic engagement opportunities for older adults, 
especially for disadvantaged elders.  As a response to such call, the dissertation can 
contribute to the social work knowledge base that informs the organizational practices 
aimed at promoting older adults’ civic engagement. 
Through the mixed methods systematic literature review, the first inquiry 
synthesized research evidence from various different studies, which can be further used 
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to guide evidence-based social work practice related to the promotion of civic 
engagement among American elders.  Based on this review, social workers can have a 
comprehensive understanding of factors that affect older adults’ motivation for, access to, 
levels of, benefits of, and withdrawal from civic engagement.  Then, they are able to 
design an in-depth assessment plan within the organizational settings, which may include 
the evaluations of older participants’ personal characteristics (e.g., demographic 
characteristics, health conditions, employment status, and SES), of environmental 
circumstances (e.g., program characteristics and provision of opportunities), and of 
person-environment interactions.  After conducting the multidimensional assessment of 
older participants, social workers may need to identify the individual, organizational, and 
social constraints that limit American elders’ civic engagement as well as to secure 
available resources within and outside the organization that can be tapped to overcome 
these constraints.  In this regards, social workers are required to develop multilevel 
competencies to address the complexity of human needs and social problems within the 
multilevel systems and thus increase the effectiveness of social work practice. 
By developing and validating the OCS, the second inquiry supports the use of the 
OCS as a reliable and valid tool to facilitate social workers’ development of multilevel 
competencies.  As guided by the OCS, social workers may need to focus on the 
exploration and discovery of older participants at the micro level.  They should be able 
not only to identify older participants’ needs, difficulties, strengths, and choices related to 
civic engagement but also to empower older participants’ to recognize their capabilities, 
talents, and potential to contribute to society.  At the mezzo level, social workers may 
need to develop diversity and cultural competence to effectively serve older participants 
93 
 
 
 
from diverse backgrounds.  More importantly, social workers should help achieve mutual 
understanding, adaptation, and benefits between diverse groups, especially between 
advantaged and disadvantaged elders.  As Hugman (2013) states, embracing diversity is 
not only an intrinsic requirement of social work profession but also a foundation of 
decent life for all human beings.  Consequently, social workers should be devoted to 
fostering respect for diversity between different groups through shared engagement 
experiences (e.g., purposively assigning older participants from diverse backgrounds to 
the same activity group).  At the macro level, social workers need to understand the 
socio-economic political constraints that limit older adults’ access to civic engagement, to 
remove whatever excludes older adults from civic engagement programs, and to seek 
equal opportunities for all older adults regardless of any physical, mental, and economic 
limitations.  By developing multilevel competencies, social workers can play various 
roles in increasing older adults’ civic engagement such as therapists, program designers, 
developers, and evaluators, case managers, and policy advocates, to name a few 
(Anderson & Dabelko-Schoeny, 2010).  In conclusion, the above two inquiries lay the 
groundwork for the research-informed, evidence-based social work practice, help 
enhance the effectiveness of social work interventions aimed at increasing American 
elders’ civic engagement, and finally contribute to the promotion of older adults’ well-
being. 
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APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A: A QUALITY ASSESSMENT TOOL FOR QUANTITATIVE STUDIES 
Category Item Description Met Unsure Unmet 
Research 
Question 
1. The research questions are properly described.    
2. The hypotheses are appropriately stated.    
3. The keywords of the research questions are clearly defined.    
Research Aim 4. The research aims are clearly depicted.    
Study Design 5. The study design is suitable for answering the research questions.    
Measurement 6. The instrument has at least acceptable reliability.    
7. The instrument is valid to measure the variables of interest.    
 
 
 
 
Data 
Collection 
 
8. The selected sampling method is appropriate for collecting data that is used to 
answer the research questions. 
   
9. The sampling strategies are adequately delineated.    
10. The selected sampling method is implemented with rigor (e.g., generation of 
allocation sequence in randomized trials). 
   
11. The sample is representative of the population of interest.    
12. The blinding of study participants, intervention providers, and outcome raters is 
used. 
   
13. The attrition rate is less than or equal to 20%.    
14. A response rate of at least 50% is achieved.    
 
 
Data Analysis 
15. The statistical methods are suitable to test the hypotheses.    
16. The missing data is addressed properly.    
17. The confounding variables are identified and controlled for.    
18. The data is appropriately analyzed according to intention-to-treat principle.    
 
Reporting of 
Results 
19. The non-response bias resulting from differences between responders and non-
responders is discussed. 
   
20. The reporting of results is not selective based on personal preferences and 
interests. 
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APPENDIX B: A QUALITY ASSESSMENT TOOL FOR QUALITATIVE STUDIES 
Category Item Description Met Unsure Unmet 
Research Question 1. The research questions of interest are properly stated.    
Research Aim 2. The research aims are clearly described.    
Research Method 
Selection 
3. The rationale for selecting a specific qualitative research method is 
properly delineated. 
   
4. The selected qualitative research method is appropriately introduced.    
Site Selection 5. The eligibility criteria for selecting sites are clearly identified.    
6. The methods for selecting appropriate sites are properly articulated.    
Participant Selection 7. The eligibility criteria for selecting participants are clearly stated.    
8. The procedures for recruiting participants are sufficiently illustrated.    
 
 
Data Collection 
9. The selected data collection methods (e.g., observation, interviews, focus 
groups, and review of documents) fit well with the selected research method. 
   
10. The data collection techniques (e.g., field notes, audio, video, and 
photography) are appropriately used.  
   
 
 
 
 
Data Analysis 
 
11. The collected data is properly transcribed (e.g., detailed recording of all 
verbalizations for audiotapes or of both verbal and nonverbal behaviors for 
videotapes).  
   
12. An appropriate method is used to code collected data.    
13. An appropriate method is used to produce categories and themes.    
14. The data analysis methods (e.g., phenomenological analysis, analytic 
induction, and content analysis) fit well with the selected research method. 
   
 
Reporting of Findings 
15. The findings are firmly linked to the data.    
16. The authors’ descriptions and interpretations are consistent with the 
participants’ quotes or stories. 
   
17. The potential and actual potential biases are identified.    
18. The findings have resonance and transferability.    
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APPENDIX C: A DATA EXTRACTION FORM FOR THE REVIEW OF FACTORS INFLUENCING AMERICAN ELDERS’ 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 
Study ID Article 
Information 
Study 
Design 
Research 
Methods 
Sample  
Size 
Participant 
Characteristics 
Main Results Quality 
Rating 
 
 
001 
Title: 
 
Author(s): 
 
Publication 
year: 
      
 
 
002 
Title: 
 
Author(s): 
 
Publication 
year: 
      
 
 
003 
Title: 
 
Author(s): 
 
Publication 
year: 
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APPENDIX D: AN ORGANIZATIONAL COMPETENCY SCALE (OCS) FOR 
ELDER CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PROGRAMS 
The primary purpose of this study is to develop and validate the OCS for elder 
civic engagement programs.  The utilization of the OCS as a research kit or a practical 
tool can help to improve the elder civic engagement programs and truly enhance the well-
being of American elders.  Thus, your participation in this study will be very important 
and helpful in developing a reliable and valid OCS.  Your participation is totally 
voluntary.  It will take you 20-25 minutes to complete this survey.  You can skip any 
questions you do not want to answer and/or withdraw from this study at any time without 
negative consequences.  All your responses will be kept strictly anonymous and 
confidential.  Thank you very much. 
 
Part I Organization and Program Information 
 
In this section, I would like to ask you about organization and program information.  
Please read through all questions and answers and tick the appropriate category 
(ies). 
 
1. In which city is your organization located?  _____________________ 
 
2. What is the type of your organization?  
 
(1) Health organization                         (2) Educational organization    
(3) Social service organization             (4) Religious organization      
(5) Government agency                        (6) Business corporation           
(7) Professional association                  (8) Recreational organization       
(9) Charitable organization                   (10) Other, please specify _________________ 
 
3. At which level is your organization operated?  
 
(1) National level        (2) Statewide level        (3) Local level 
(4) Other, please specify _____________________ 
 
4. What is the socio-economic nature of your organization? 
     
     (1) A non-profit organization        (2) A for-profit organization     
     (3) Other, please specify _____________________ 
     
5. What are the sources of income of your organization?  
      
(1) Membership fees    (2) Sales of goods or services    (3) Government funding 
(4) Funds from charitable foundations       (5) Donations from individuals 
(6) Donations from corporations                (7) Other, please specify________________    
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6. What are the goals of your elder civic engagement program?  
 
    (1) Maintaining optimal physical function of older adults 
    (2) Maintaining optimal cognitive function of older adults 
    (3) Maintaining older adults’ connectedness to social networks 
    (4) Enriching older adults’ later lives 
    (5) Engaging older adults in lifelong learning  
    (6) Helping older adults achieve self-actualization through paid or unpaid work 
    (7) Addressing an urgent social problem or issue 
    (8) Other, please specify _____________________ 
 
7. What kinds of activities were organized under your program in the past 12 months? 
     
(1) Recreational activities     (2) Political advocacy     (3) Community services 
(4) Social connectedness       (5) Lifelong learning      (6) Volunteering 
(7) Encore work                    (8) Cultural activities       
(9) Other, please specify____________________   
 
8. On average, how often were these activities organized in the past 12 months?   
    ________________ 
     
9. Do any social workers get involved in the development, implementation, or  
    management of your program?  
 
     (1) Yes            (2) No           (3) Not sure 
 
Part II Micro-level Organizational Competencies 
In this section, I would like you to read each question carefully and circle the 
number that best describes your experience. 
 
1 = Never    2 = Rarely    3 = Occasionally    4 = Often    5 = Always 
 
10. Did the program staff assess the engagement needs  
      of older participants in the past 12 months? 
1 2 3 4 5 
11. Did the program staff talk with older participants  
      about their unique experiences of aging in the past  
      12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
12. Did the program staff investigate older participants’ 
      difficulty in engaging in organized activities in the  
      past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
13. Did the program staff evaluate older participants’   
      perceived benefits of engaging in organized   
      activities in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
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14. Did the program staff design and organize activities  
      according to the engagement needs of older  
      participants in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
15. Did the program staff design and organize activities 
      according to older participants’ unique experiences  
      of aging in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
16. Did the program staff provide necessary training for     
      older participants in the past 12 months? 
1 2 3 4 5 
17. Did the program staff provide continuous  
      supervision to facilitate older participants’  
      completion of activities in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
18. Did the program staff help older participants use  
      their own strengths to address the difficulty in  
      engaging organized activities in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
19. Did the program staff help older participants use  
      their own strengths to maximize the engagement  
      benefits in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
20. Did the program staff address any issues or concerns  
      raised by older participants about the organized  
      activities in a timely manner in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
21. Did the program staff discuss with older participants  
      about a possible path towards successful aging that  
      might most suitable for them in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
22. Is a disengaged later lifestyle respected and  
      embraced by your program? 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Part III Mezzo-level Organizational Competencies 
In this section, I would like you to read each question carefully and circle the 
number that best describes your experience. 
 
1 = Never    2 = Rarely    3 = Occasionally    4 = Often    5 = Always 
 
23. Did the program staff obtain proper training about  
      how to work with older adults from diverse  
      backgrounds in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
24. Did the program staff work hard to recruit older  
      adults from diverse backgrounds in the past 12  
      months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
25. Did the program staff demonstrate cultural  
     competency when working with diverse older  
     participants in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
26. Did the program staff design and organize activities  
      that balanced the needs of diverse older participants  
      in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
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27. Did the program staff work hard to help diverse  
      older participants integrate into the same activity  
      groups in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
28. Did the program staff purposely assign older  
      participants of different backgrounds to the same  
      activity tasks in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
29. Did the program staff provide diverse older  
      participants with an opportunity to share their civic  
      engagement experiences with each other in the past  
      12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
30. Were the program staff able to cope with conflicts  
       among older participants of diverse backgrounds in  
       the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
 
4 
 
5 
 
Part IV Macro-level Organizational Competencies 
In this section, I would like you to read each question carefully and circle the 
number that best describes your experience. 
 
1 = Never    2 = Rarely    3 = Occasionally    4 = Often    5 = Always 
 
31. Did the program staff investigate the structural  
      barriers to civic engagement facing American elders  
      in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
32. Did the program staff help older participants learn  
      about the structural constraints that limited their  
      civic engagement opportunities in the past 12  
      months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
33. Did the program staff empower older participants to  
      use their available resources to overcome some  
      structural constraints in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
34. Did the program staff advocate for the provision of  
     equal civic engagement opportunities for older adults  
     in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
35. Did the program staff work with older participants  
      to advocate for the provision of more resources to  
      overcome the structural barriers in the past 12    
      months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
36. Did the program staff use the mass media to  
      disseminate elder civic engagement opportunities  
      offered by your program in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
37. Did the program staff work with other organizations  
      and agencies to disseminate elder civic engagement  
      opportunities offered by your program in the past 12  
      months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
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38. Did the program staff demonstrate good fundraising  
      ability to support the development and  
      implementation of your program in the past 12  
      months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
39. Did the program staff establish good partnerships  
      with other organizations and agencies to create  
      inclusive civic engagement opportunities for older  
      adults in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
40. Did the program staff work hard to make older   
      participants’ potential and contributions visible to  
      their communities in the past 12 months? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
 
Part V Outcomes of Elder Civic Engagement Program 
In this section, I would like you to rate your level of agreement with the following 
statements by circling the appropriate number. 
 
1 = Strongly Disagree   2 = Disagree   3 = Not Sure   4 = Agree   5 = Strongly Agree 
 
41. Your program reached its stated goal(s) in the past  
      12 months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
42. Older adults with diverse backgrounds were  
      recruited to participate in your program in the past  
      12 months. 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
43. Many older participants found the best match of  
      activities for their needs, talents, strengths, and  
      experiences in the past 12 months. 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
44. Many older participants were engaged in organized  
      activities on a regular basis in the past 12 months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
45. Only a few or none of the older participants  
      Withdrew from your program in the past 12 months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
46. Many older participants indicated that the program  
      Was beneficial to them in the past 12 months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
47. Older participants had more access to needed social  
      resources and opportunities through your program in  
      the past 12 months. 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
48. Your program was thought to be beneficial to the    
      neighborhood residents in the past 12 months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
49. Your program helped address some urgent  
       community problems or needs in the past 12   
       months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
50. Your program was recognized as an exemplary  
      program by other agencies in the past 12 months. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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51. From your point of view, please describe any barriers and challenges in developing  
      effective programs to increase American elders’ civic engagement. 
 
      
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
      
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
      
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
      
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
      
________________________________________________________________________ 
   
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION! 
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